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On Your Marks…



GORN PREDATOR SHIP MINKTA EDGE OF THE FEDERATION BORDER



“This is the most intelligent caper ever carried out,” Predator-in- Chief Harth said, leaning forward, resting his muscular elbows on his muscular knees, delighting in the feeling of his leather tunic rubbing against his gleaming metal command chair. Four months as commander of the Minkta, his first command, and already he was crossing the Federation border to raid one of its more prosperous colonies, Archer IV.

“You are wise in all things, Pred-in-Chief,” hissed his Assitant Predator, Garong. “But should we not wait until we are actually in possessions of the spoils of our conquest before…gloating?”

“It’s my raiding party and I will gloat if I want to!” Harth shot back at him, his orblike eyes glittering. “Now take your station and ready weapons. I want to be raiding in ten minutes!”

“Yessss, Predator, immediately,” Garong muttered through his fangs. He stepped behind Harth and began tapping at the weapons controls, as the helmsman swung the Minkta into orbit around Archer IV.

Harth watched in satisfaction as blazing beams of green light shot out on the viewscreen, piercing the atmosphere of Archer IV and, undoubtedly, wreaking havoc on the colony’s capital city. Once havoc was created, his people would beam down and take whatever they wished. It was the Gorn way and, as the Predator movement intended, it was a way that was much more important than the so-called Gorn “government” and its overtures toward peace with the Federation.

“The colony is hailing us, Predator. They demand we cease firing at once. They cite the Seldonis Four treaty, as well as…”

“Ignore them!”

Garong looked at his panel. “They are also sending a broadband distress call.”

“I tremble. Have the raiding party assemble in the transport bay,” Harth barked at Garong, and stood. “I want to go down there personally. It’s important my people know I’m the hands-on type.”

“Admirable,” Garong lisped. “However, you may want to wait before beaming down.”

“Wait until what?” Harth snapped.

Garong pointed at the viewscreen. “Until that Federation starship leaves.”

Harth’s big eyes got bigger as he saw the gleaming silver ship soar into orbit nearby, casting a pall over all his intricately woven plans. Starfleet wasn’t supposed to have a ship here. Why did they always have to come in and ruin his fun?

And yet there it was, Starfleet through and through. Forward- swung “saucer” section, glowing deflector, long, delicious nacelles throbbing with the power to pummel him. Harth gripped his armrest.

“Battle readinesss!” he announced, and his three bridge officers began punching more quickly at their stations.

“The starship has raised its shields and armed weapons. It’s coming toward us,” Garong warned.

“Warn them off!”

“They are hailing, demanding we stand down immediately.” Garong’s brow furrowed at his readouts. “And they add that we should ‘stop being so mean.’”

“They sound more imbecilic than your average Starfleet crew,” Harth mused. “Find out more about this vessel.”

“Sir, should we not leave before they fire? That ship is a match for our weaponry, especially considering the colony defenses have been raised and will soon deploy…”

“Find out where that ship came from!”

Garong looked at his readouts. “It appears the vessel is attached to something called the ‘Explorer Project.’”

“Never heard of it,” Harth said. “Doesn’t sound like a warrior group, though, does it?”

“Indeed not.”

Harth rubbed his green, slimy chin, considering. “I have a feeling we are not dealing with Starfleet’s finest. Arm weapons. Instruct the Starfleet vessel to leave now or be destroyed.”

“Of course, Predator, I…” Garong squinted at his readouts.

“What is it?” Harth demanded, turning.

“They’re still coming toward us. Five thousand meters and closing.”

“Collision alert! Back us off, Trepath! Now!”

Trepath, the helmsmistress, did as she was told, raking her clawed hands over the helm console.

Harth gripped the arms of his command chair as the Minkta turned on a stubby wing and veered away from Archer IV.

“What is that crazy Starfleet fool doing!” Harth asked.

’They appear to have lost attitude control,” Garong observed. “The ship is flipping end over end.”

“Lock a tractor on it, knock it off its course!”

“Too late!” Garong cried, ducking under his console.

“Too late for what?” Harth asked as suddenly the Minkta shook to its very rafters, as gleaming silver Starfleet hull filled the viewscreen, and Harth was tossed by the impact, clear out of his chair.

Sparks rained, panels exploded, and the already dim bridge went almost completely dark.

Garong eased himself out from behind his console, shoving a piece of paneling off his back. He looked at the remains of his panel, deciphering bleeps and a scroll of messages. “We are being hailed again by the starship.”

“Hopefully they are in worse shape than us,” Harth hissed.

“It appears they have sustained major shield damage and a few hull fractures,” Garong noted. “I cannot tell more than that, as our sensors have been badly compromised along with several other key systems.”

Harth climbed back into his chair, leering at Garong. “Tell me we still have weapons!”

Garong nodded. “Plasma torpedoes at your command.”

Harth squeezed his hand into a fist. “YES!”

“Should you answer that hail?”

Harth shrugged. “Might as well. Does our screen still function?”

“Yes.”

“Then put them on. Where are your manners, Garong? For Protectors’ sake…”

Garong let out a low sigh and activated the viewscreen.

What Harth saw made his hearts swell with demented glee. THIS was his cunning adversary? This was really the best Starfleet could throw at him?

The person on the viewscreen looked very small in her command chair. She bore the pips of captain but didn’t look like a captain at all. She was petite…couldn’t be more than two meters. She had pale reddish hair, bordering on the orange, and it was swept, pixie-like, behind her ears. Her bright blue-green eyes sparkled as she looked, disoriented, about her bridge, and then out at the screen.

“Are we on?” she asked in a small voice.

“Oh, you are on all right,” Harth said, rubbing his hands together.

“Um….good. Let’s see. This is Anna Kimmel. Captain Anna Kimmel, of the Starship Tracker.” She looked at someone off-screen. “Oh. Right! Federation Starship Tracker! How ya doing?”

“Oh, I am excellent.” Harth looked back at Garong, exchanging a gleeful, toothy grin. He made a little forward gesture with his two fingers, and Garong began loading the plasma torpedoes.

“Well, I guess I really shouldn’t be asking that question, since you are kind of infringing on Starfleet laws, and I am supposed to be here to stop you from, you know, raiding that little colony down there.” Kimmel tugged at her collar. “You’ve got to excuse me. I’m still a little new at this stuff. Anyway, sorry for running into your ship. That was our helmsman’s fault. He got a little carried away. Like I said, we’re a new crew, and, you know, new at this stuff. So how are you?” She looked off- screen again, then nodded, giggling nervously. “Oh, of course, I asked that already. So…um, you ready to surrender yet?” She had a hopeful, cute little elfish expression on her face, complete with impish dimples, which almost made Harth want to spare her and her bizarre little ship.

Almost.

“No, Captain, suffice it to say I’m nowhere near ready to surrender.”

“Oh.” Kimmel frowned. “Well. Let me just talk it over with my staff for a minute and see…”

“Oh, don’t trouble yourself,” Harth said. “I think I can put an end to this problem quite easily.”

“Really?”

“Yes. Garong, fire!”

Kimmel’s eyes went wide. “Crap!” She looked around her bridge. “Suggestions, anyone?”

There didn’t seem to be any. Garong obediently tapped the “fire” control on his panel, and Harth watched with barely restrained glee as the still-listing Tracker was dead in the path of two glowing purple orbs of light…

…and was just as suddenly towed out of the way by a tractor beam.

Seconds later, phaser blasts obliterated the plasma torpedoes, and Harth’s ship shook with a viciousness that could only be a pounding from another vessel’s weaponry.

Starfleet weaponry. Harth sneered. “WHAT WAS THAT?”

“Another contact, bearing 070 mark 174!” Garong called out.

“Shouldn’t we have, I don’t know, an early warning system or something?” Harth suggested.

“Our ship is badly damaged,” Garong said. “And now even more so. I recommend surrender, and quickly, before we are destroyed!”

“And what moron has Starfleet thrown at us now?” Harth asked with a low moan.

“Captain Andy Baxter, at your service!” The viewscreen twinkled to life, filled with the wide grinning face of Starfleet, all rosy-cheeked and bulbous and profane.

“Another volley will cause hull collapse!” Garong called out as the Minkta rattled. “Engines, as well, have been incapacitated. We must surrender!”

“That ship…what is it called?” Harth asked.

“The Explorer,” Baxter said, still on the viewscreen, hands on hips, glaring at Harth. “That’s our name, and don’t wear it out, fella!”



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 56125.4. We are towing the Gorn Predator ship Minkta to Starbase 210, where, it’s to be hoped, the good Captain Harth will be tried for his efforts to pilfer Federation colonies, and where, I’m sure, the U.S.S. Tracker will…once again…undergo serious repairs.



“We were never so stupid,” Commander Christopher Richards said, sitting across the readyroom desk from Captain Andy Baxter. He slid a padd across the desk to Baxter. “Look at this list of repairs I got from their engineer. Most of them didn’t even happen during the engagement with the Gorn. Most of them happened while they were in normal spaceflight!”

Baxter sighed, leaning back in his chair. “Give Kimmel a chance, Chris. She’s only been at this for three months.”

“She’s dangerously incompetent.”

“I was a little worried about that too, when we got back from the Gamma Quadrant and found out they’d given Kimmel a ship,” Baxter said thoughtfully. “But after a couple months of working with her, I can see the beginnings of…er…brilliance.”

“Brilliance,” Richards muttered.

“Yeah. They used to say WE were incompetent,” Baxter said, turning to look out at his window, the stars streaming by. “But look at us now!”

“Right,” Richards said, then smiled. “I have to admit, watching them screw up brings back some fond memories.”

“Anna will be fine,” Baxter said. “She’s no fool. She’s just not used to being a captain yet.”

“You don’t think you’re being the least bit biased?” Richards asked.

Baxter glared at Richards. “And what the hell is that supposed to mean?”

“Well, she did go to Starfleet Academy with you, didn’t she?”

Baxter rolled his eyes. “I had a class or two with her. Yeah.”

“Annnnnd…” Richards leaned forward, resting his chin on his hands. “I seem to recall you had quite the crush on Cadet Kimmel at the time.”

“I did not,” Baxter snapped back. “And we are not having this conversation. Computer! Delete all that from the ship’s record. Now!”

“Delete all what?” the computer asked, with a chuckle.

“That’s the idea,” Baxter said, then stood up, grabbing the padd Richards had passed him. “I’m needed belowdecks on an important matter. You have the conn, Commander.”

“You’re going down to eat lunch and you know it,” Richards said, patting Baxter’s belly as he walked by.

“Don’t start with me today, Chris…”

The pair reached the door to the readyroom, looking out on the bridge, just as Lt. Commander Ariel Tilleran stood up from the command chair. “Captain…we’re being hailed by the Tracker. Rather, you’re being hailed.”

“Kimmel?” Baxter asked, rapping his knuckles on the padd.

Tilleran nodded. “Should I pipe it back to your office?”

“Oh, you bet you should,” Richards giggled, at which point Baxter threw his padd at him.

“Send it back,” Baxter muttered, and disappeared into his office.

“Isn’t it against regs to taunt and mock your captain?” Tilleran asked, stepping out of the command chair as Richards went to sit down.

“If it is, then you’d have to prosecute the lot of us.”

“Amen,” Lt. Madera said from the helm.

“Good point,” Tilleran said, and headed back to her station.



Baxter sat down behind his desk and punched the control on his terminal. “Baxter here.”

“Andy!” Kimmel said. Only the top half of her face was visible. Apparently, Kimmel was resting her chin on the desk in her readyroom, staring into her own desktop terminal. “Glad I was able to get through to you. My communications officer has a way of rerouting things by accident. I did get to talk to the High Chancellor of Drion Seven yesterday, though. Of course, I was trying to reach the engine room, but…whatever.”

“Nice,” Baxter said. “So…what can I do for you, Anna?”

“Do I suck at my job?” Kimmel asked, leaning her cheek down on the desk. “Am I the worst captain ever?”

“Nonsense,” Baxter said, waving a dismissive hand. “What about that guy a couple hundred years ago that tried to enslave a planet? The guy Kirk tried to stop. He was pretty bad.”

“Well, I don’t mean evil. I just mean, you know, plain old incompetent.”

“You are not incompetent! How many times do I have to tell you that?” Baxter asked. “You need to have a more positive attitude about things.”

“Yeah,” Kimmel muttered. “That’s what my counselor says.”

“How is Richard Simmons doing?”

Kimmel leaned forward. “Can I just tell you…Andy, he’s so irritating! His outfits… I mean, they’re definitely not regulation, I don’t think. And the sappy way he treats everybody. It’s enough to make me want to throw up.”

“He takes some getting used to. Remember, he is sort of a relic in the past. But Starfleet wouldn’t have given him a counseling license if he wasn’t qualified.” Baxter briefly thought of T’ron, then decided not to go there. “Anyway, I’m sure he’ll be of great help.”

“I will say this: I lost three pounds since he came aboard.”

“You weren’t fat to begin with!”

“Ah, you know, I had a couple love handles.”

“Nothing wrong with that,” Baxter said.

“Well, guess not.”

The pair sat there staring at one another a few moments, then, mercifully, the comm system chirped.

“Richards to Baxter. Hate to interrupt, but you have a Priority One message coming in from Waystation.”

“Oh,” Baxter said. “Better take that.”

“Priority One, huh. Is there such thing as Priority Two? Man, you never hear about those. Guess cause they’re not as important…”

“Yeah,” Baxter said, nodding. “Make sure you come over here so we can grab a bite to eat together sometime, you know, when we aren’t in combat or whatever.”

Kimmel nodded. “Yeah. I can see your daughter, your wife, and, um, all those good things.”

“Yep,” Baxter said, nervously slapping the button on his terminal. The Starfleet emblem appeared, then was replaced by the grinning visage of Captain Lisa Beck. Baxter didn’t recall a time when she actually looked pleased to be talking to him.

“Captain Baxter! It’s nice to see you!”

“Um…” Baxter looked around. Did he get tossed into another of those pesky alternate universes? “What do I owe this pleasure, uh, to, Captain?”

“I’ve got orders for you to report immediately to Waystation. Drop whatever mission you’re on now. This takes precedence.”

“Whoa, whoa, whoa,” Baxter said, straightening. “You can’t just go ordering my ship to and fro without so much as a…”

“Oh, it’s not me ordering you,” Beck said. “I am merely the messenger. The order comes from the very highest levels of our government.”

Baxter felt like he was deflating. “The President.”

“Yes, President Dillon requests the pleasure of your company at once,” Beck said, lifting a padd and reading off it. “In order to…let’s see…receive an assignment of the utmost importance.”

“Guess I can’t turn the President down, can I?” Baxter said weakly.

“Oh, I’d venture that it would be a bad idea,” Beck said. “Now, when should I tell his high-horseship that you’ll be arriving?”

“ASAP, I guess,” Baxter muttered, and slapped the viewer control, banishing Beck from his screen. And why exactly was she so happy? Just for the pleasure of ordering him around?



“Bradley Dillon’s got an assignment for us, huh,” Counselor Kelly Peterman said, spooning whipped peas into Stephanie Baxter’s mouth. The infant was presently curled in Peterman’s arms as she and Baxter sat in Space Tastes, the Explorer’s onboard restaurant, one of the anchors of Ship’s Shoppes, the onboard mall.

“Yeah,” Baxter said, shifting in his chair that faced the patio. Outside, a couple crewman, mainly civilians, walked by, doing afternoon errands, or whatnot. “We’ll be at Waystation in a few hours.”

“Wonder what he wants us to do?”

“I don’t know,” Baxter said. “But I wasn’t thrilled to turn Harth and his vessel over to Anna and her people. I…I worry about her.”

“Oh,” Peterman said. “You mean the same Anna you keep telling everyone is the next great Starfleet captain? The one you keep informing all of us can ‘handle the job.’”

“Stop making air-quotes, honey. You know I hate it when you do that.”

Peterman smiled. “I think it’s cute that you and Anna were sweethearts at the Academy.” She frowned, suddenly, maneuvering the spoon into Steffie’s mouth. “Come on. Damn it! Eat!”

“We weren’t sweethearts.”

“Whatever you say. I’m not threatened. Really.”

“I think she’s up to the job. Dad wouldn’t have given her that job if he didn’t think he could do it.” He leaned against the table, looking at the disgusting mash of peas Peterman was feeding to Steffie. He wrinkled his nose. “She really likes that stuff?”

“She doesn’t throw it up. Need I remind you of the squash incident?”

“Oh. Right,” Baxter said sheepishly. “I’m just worried. Anna is perfectly capable…she just has a tendency to let things overwhelm her, and she doesn’t handle conflict well. I mean, I’m sure Richard Simmons will help her work that out…”

“What a smart career move for Richard.”

“Yeah, seeing that there aren’t really that many fat people around these days,” Baxter said. He looked around. “Where’s our lunch?”

“Don’t know,” Peterman said. “Have some peas while you wait.”

“Um, no thanks. Janice!” Baxter called. He got no response. Sighing, he stood up and crossed the restaurant, toward the kitchen in the back. What could be taking Browning so long? There were only two other people in the whole place. It was too early for lunch rush.

He heard lots of clanging in the kitchen, and when he opened the swinging door, he saw Browning racing from one end of the room to the other, bubbling pots of stuff in her hands, steam rising everywhere. Also running about were Mihala, her Yynsian waitress, and her son, Plato.

“Buddy,” Baxter said, kneeling as Plato jogged by with a loaf of bread. “What is this?”

“Part of mom’s new catering business, the Warping Gourmet,” Plato said. “We’ve got a bar mitzvah on Deck 13 at 1200, and a funeral on Deck 12 at 1300. Very confusing!”

“Shouldn’t you be in class?”

“Eh,” Plato said. “They just started Second Grade. I’m way beyond that. I’m really just there to humor them nowadays.”

“How nice,” Baxter said, and stood. “Um…Janice!”

“I know, I know!” Browning said, jetting this way and that. Baxter followed her movements like a cat following a ping-pong match. “You wanted the chicken satay and couscous. It’s almost ready.”

“I wanted the Chicken Marsala and fettuccini!”

“Oh. Who the heck was the other order for?” Browning asked, then shrugged. “Oh, well. Just be a dear and wait for a while longer. Mihala will bring out some hummus or something for you.”

“Isn’t that just mashed up peas?”

“No. You eat it with pita. It’s delicious. Now get out there before I beat you over the head with a frying pan!”

“Sheesh, all right,” Baxter said, ducking out of the kitchen and heading back to his seat.

“Well? Where’s my couscous?” Peterman asked, wiping Steffie’s mouth.

Baxter shrugged. “I have no idea.” He leaned forward. “Honey…does Janice seem, I don’t know, a little stressed, lately?”

“I have no idea,” Peterman said, echoing Baxter. He stared at her blankly. “Of course I noticed!” she said. “I’m the counselor, remember?”

“Oh. Well, what are you going to do about it?”

“I think it’s a good thing,” Peterman said. “She needs to occupy her time. I think her life has felt a little empty since she left Starfleet. You know, with only the restaurant to occupy her time.”

Baxter nodded. “Good point. I guess she never did get around to finding some bold new venture. Wasn’t she going to do something radically different with her life?”

“I think that’s where the catering company comes in.”

“That’s not radically different.”

“Baby steps, Andy,” Peterman said, sliding the plate of peas away and handing Steffie to the captain. “Besides, what do you want to do? Suggest a career change to her and have her leave the ship..again? You wouldn’t like that, would you?”

Baxter glanced at the doors to the kitchen, where he could hear Browning barking orders. “No. I would hate that.”

“Me too,” Peterman said with a grin. “I love Janice just as much as you do. I want to keep her here, at all costs. Even if it means holding her back from doing something truly terrific with her life.”

“You’re sure your our Ship’s Counselor?”

“I was being sarcastic,” Peterman snapped. “Sort of,” she added under her breath. “Work calls, speak of the devil. I’ll just grab something out of the replicator, I guess. See you at dinner!” She kissed Steffie on the forehead, then Baxter, on the lips. “Stay out of trouble, Andy. And keep her away from irradiated areas of the ship!”

“That only happened once, and I told you, it was an accident!” Baxter called after Peterman as she left.

Then Baxter heard the clattering of numerous trays falling, and sighed. He looked at the plate of mashed peas across the table from him. “Hmm. No. I’m not that hungry.” He looked down at Steffie. “Come on, sweetie. Mommy didn’t say anything about not taking you to bars.”



“Boy, things sure look busy around here,” Baxter said, grabbing the seldom-used kiddie seat that Mirk had slid across the bar to him, as the Maloxian directed crewmen from the ship’s moving crew. They were apparently setting up the Constellation Club for the next night’s wedding rehearsal.

“Couldn’t have anything to do with the impending nuptials, could it?” Mirk asked with a grin, then glanced past Baxter at the movers. “Oh…the gaming table…you guys can move that to the back. We won’t need that until the honeymoon.”

“Nuptials…” Baxter said, strapping the cooing, coiled up Steffie into her seat in the barstool next to him.

“Wedding…the upcoming wedding.”

Baxter nodded.

“Of Megan and me.”

“Yeah, I know. Of course. When’s that again?”

“Next week!” Mirk said. “How could you have forgotten? We’ve only been planning for a year!”

“Hey, I’ve been busy! You try having a kid, see how hectic your life becomes.”

“Well, maybe I will!” Mirk retorted. “Maybe I will..right now!” He squeezed his eyes shut.

Baxter put out his hand, shaking Mirk’s shoulder. “No, no! At least wait till after the wedding, Mirk.”

The Maloxian sighed. “Oh. Yeah. The bastard thing.”

“Shhh…” Baxter said, covering Steffie’s ears. “Don’t say that around my daughter.”

“You humans and your obsession with wedlock,” Mirk sighed. “If it were up to me, this would be a very simple ceremony. Squirt some fruit juice, chant from the sacred scripts, complete the course of naked physical challenges of strength, and you’re done!”

Baxter nodded. “Sounds nice. But I think Hartley is thankful you guys opted to go with Terran wedding traditions.”

“Yeah, pelting the newlyweds with cream of wheat. Real nice tradition.”

“It’s rice.”

“And how about shoving the cake into each other’s faces? Can’t you just see Megan reeling back and punching me in the face for doing that?”

“Well, I have to admit that’s pretty silly.”

“What’s pretty silly?” Lt. Commander Megan Hartley said, stepping up behind Baxter.

The Captain nearly hopped out of his seat. “Er…” He looked over his shoulder. “Um, you two crazy kids waiting one more day to go ahead and tie the knot. I should really just do the ceremony right now and get it overwith.”

“And deprive my Mirkles of shoving cake in my face?” Hartley said with a grin, leaning across the bar to kiss Mirk. “I think not.”

“I tried,” Baxter whispered.

“Root beer, extra bubbly,” Hartley said. She looked across Baxter at the cooing bundle next to him. “Captain, tell me that’s not your baby sitting there…in this…bar.”

“Done it before,” Baxter said. “I think Steffie likes all the flashy lights and techno-buzz music.”

“This is a wholesome environment,” Mirk said defensively. “Mirk’s is a family place.”

“You think?” asked Hartley.

“Well, I plan on bringing our offspring here.”

“You…” Hartley’s face softened. She grabbed Mirk’s hands. “You want offspring?”

“Well…eventually. As a matter of fact, I almost conjured up one of the little bastards just now.”

Baxter sighed. “Can you just get my Chicken Marsala out of the replicator and stick it into a to-go box?”

Mirk nodded. “Done.” Suddenly, with a little swirl of light, the box appeared, wrapped in a nice red bow, in front of Baxter.

“Mirk, how many times have I told you not to conjure stuff with your mind.” Baxter inspected the box. “Making food…out of thin air…without even touching it. It seems…unsanitary.”

“It’s getting cold,” Mirk said.

“Right, right,” Baxter said, scooping up the to-go box, and Steffie. “There. I’m leaving. You happy, Hartley?”

“Immensely.” Hartley beamed at Mirk, interlacing her fingers with his.

“Crazy kids,” Baxter said to himself, and walked out of the Constellation Club.



Baxter was busy trying to get Steffie down for her nap in his readyroom when Richards commed to let him know that they were entering the Veltran system, the star system where Waystation was located.

“Find us a docking port. Something not too presumptuous. Something in a nice docking arm, maybe,” Baxter said, stepping out of his readyroom, speaking over the din of Steffie crying. As soon as the doors to the readyroom closed, the crying was almost silent.

“Boy, that soundproofing that Hartley put in really works, doesn’t it?” Richards observed as Baxter stepped down to the command chair.

“Yes,” Baxter said, sitting. “But don’t worry, I can still hear her crying.” He pointed at his ear. “Remember? The chip?”

“Oh, yeah. Kind of like a child monitor inside your head.”

“Doesn’t it give you a headache?” Tilleran asked. “That cacaphony inside your head? All those voices….nevermind.” She quickly looked down at her panel.

“We’ve been granted clearance at Docking Arm 25,” Ensign Adam Keefler announced from tactical.

“Docking procedures, Susan,” Richards ordered of the helm officer.

“You know,” Baxter said, leaning toward Richards. “Docking just isn’t the same without J’hana.”

“No kidding,” Richards replied. “Have you…heard from her?”

“Not recently,” Baxter said. “As I understand it, nothing’s changed. Dwanok’s still in a coma since her last visit to the Imperial Hospital on Kronos. I guess she just goes to sit and watch over him.”

“You’d think the Klingons would get tired of waiting for him to wake up and just pull the plug. Comas don’t seem very honorable,” Richards said.

“Yeah,” Baxter said, nodding. “But I suppose the possibility of him waking up and getting the chance to die honorably and go to Sto’vo’kor is keeping him alive.”

“That, and J’hana watching over him,” Tilleran said. “They’d have to get through her to kill Dwanok.”

“Even though J’hana herself has a death wish that puts Doc Holiday to shame?” Baxter mused.

“Is he a new crewmember?” Tilleran observed.

Richards leaned back in his chair and clasped his hands behind his head. “That woman… she’s hard to understand. An enigma, wrapped in antenna, and lust.”

“Yesss….” Tilleran said, prompting Baxter and Richards to look at her. “I said nevermind!” she snapped.

“For those who may be interested, we’re docked,” Madera announced.

“Good.” Baxter stood up. “Time to go hail the chief or whatever.”

“Want some backup?” Richards asked.

“Sure.” He sighed. “Tilleran, why don’t you call Lieutenant Commander Vansen up to the bridge. Her shift starts in a little while anyway.”

“Joy,” Tilleran muttered, and slapped her combadge.

“Oh, and remember to check on Steffie every few minutes. Call Yeoman Tunney up if you need some help with her. He’s always good at getting her back to sleep. Must be those songs he sings…that Cher woman. Does the trick every time!”



Sweat dripped down Nell Vansen’s face as her fists smashed into the punching bag, time after time, only cushioned by the tape wrapped around her fingers and palms. She stopped her onslaught a moment, then cleared some hair from her face and paused to catch her breath. The punching bag dangled there, mocking her.

“You stupid punching bag,” she wheezed. “Think you can just sit there and hang from a chain, huh? Well…you haven’t met Nell Vansen yet. You and your stupid crew. Think you can outwit me? Think you can best me? HAH!” She struck out with a vicious left hook, then right, then pounded, alternating fists, pounding the bag mercilessly. “Take that you stupid…!”

“Tilleran to Vansen.”

Vansen straightened, grabbing the bag to stop it from swinging. “Go ahead.”

“Captain Baxter and Commander Richards are going over to Waystation and they asked if you could go ahead and come up to the bridge a little early. I just finished a double shift, so it would be nice if you could get up here and, you know, command.”

“Glad to!” Vansen said cheerily, then socked the bag one more time for good measure. “Just give me some time to freshen up.”

“Whatever you need.”

Vansen turned around to grab her towel and, as she patted her face with it, something dawned on her. “Vansen to Tilleran.”

“Yes?”

“Why are we at Waystation?”

“Official orders from the President, as I understand it.”

“And nobody saw fit to tell me about it?”

“Apparently not. Bye now!”

“GRRRRRRRRR!” Vansen growled, pummeling the bag repeatedly. As she left the typically empty Explorer workout room, she wondered, not for the first time, what exactly she was doing on the ship, and where she got her joy from.

Then she realized she could use this opportunity to make Baxter and Richards look bad in front of the President of the United Federation of Planets, and everything was clear. That’s where she got her joy. Torturing Baxter and Richards.

Vansen tapped her combadge. “Vansen to bridge.”

“Madera here. Go ahead.”

“Tilleran’s gone?”

“Just left.”

“Say, Lieutenant…want a little more command experience?”

“Sure.”

“Then take the conn for a little while. I have an errand.”

“Um…okay.”

“Vansen out.” She hurried to the locker room. If she changed quickly, she could beat Baxter and Richards to the president’s office. Knowing Baxter, he’d probably get distracted by something in the station’s mall and that would hold up his arrival.



“Do my eyes deceive me, Chris, or does that lingerie have a jetpack?” Captain Baxter asked, staring in the storefront window of Nendegar’s Secret, the Breen lingerie store in Starfleet Square Mall, at the heart of Waystation.

“Your eyes got it right, buddy. That’s a jetpack. Marvelous.”

“Think Kelly would wear that?”

Richards shook his head. “Absolutely not.”

Baxter’s shoulders sunk. “Well, it was worth a try.”

“Then again,” Richards grinned. “Lieutenant Madera is still looking for ways to get more intimate.”

Baxter glared at his first officer. “Are you STILL stringing our poor helmsman along?”

“I just haven’t…laid in a course yet,” Richards said quickly, then ducked into the Breen shop. Baxter sighed and jogged in after him.



“Either commit to her or break it off,” Baxter said, ten minutes later, as Richards and he walked down the corridor two decks up from Starfleet Square Mall, heading to the offices of Dillon Enterprises, and the office of the President of the United Federation of Planets.

Richards stared at the pink bag he gripped dantily in his right hand. “She will look awfully cute in this.”

“At least you have your priorities in order,” Baxter moaned.

“Well, forgive me if some people want a little adventure in their relationships, as opposed to, you know, predictability.”

Baxter stopped walking and turned on Richards. “And what is THAT supposed to mean?”

“Nothing,” Richards said. “Let’s go meet the president.”

Baxter held up a finger. “To be continued…”

“Ah-ha! A receptionist!” Richards quickly walked through the sliding glass doors that were emblazoned with the Federation Seal into the brightly lit blue and white reception area of the collaborative government/galactic union of planets office. The Dillon Enterprises offices had expanded beyond their three deck size since Bradley Dillon had…taken…office by purchasing the Federation for a measly 50 billion credits. Now they spilled over into Deck 23 and 27 of the upper saucer. Word around the station was, there were also satellite locations in a couple lower sections, but that was all Richards was able to get out of Nendegar (the owner of Nendegar’s secret) before she completed his transaction. And she only opened up after Richards threw in a couple containers of those delicious Nendy mints he’d heard so much about. But even then, there was the immutable fact that Breen don’t really talk that much.

“Do you have an appointment?” the pleasantly perky receptionist asked.

“Yeah,” Baxter muttered. “The…president…summoned us. We’re from the Starship Explorer”

“Let me just check with him,” the receptionist said, hitting a control on her desk. She disappeared in a flurry of transporter beam, leaving Baxter and Richards alone in the waiting room with a couple other assorted folk. Looked like a few people from Amnesty Galactica, and a perturbed-looking Ferengi.

“Did you see the carpet in the corridor?” Richards said. “I think it was a new color. Kind of mauve.”

“It was fuscia,” Baxter said. “Now, what’s this about predictability?”

“Oh, look! The receptionist’s back!” Richards said, as the receptionist indeed beamed back to her desk.

“The President will see you now,” she said smartly. “And,” she grinned at Richards. “My name’s Carlene.”

“Pleasure to meet you, Carl…”

Baxter grabbed Richards by the arm and dragged him down the hall, past a row of dark suited, largish men and women with sunglasses and phaser rifles.

“Who the hell are those guys?” Baxter whispered to Richards.

“You hurt my arm,” Richards muttered.

“I want to know who those guys are.”

“The Special Secret Section,” Richards said. “They’re the presidential security force that President Dillon instated. Don’t you remember the news story on the Associated Worlds Network?”

“I was watching Klingon wrestling,” Baxter said sheepishly.

“No wonder…” Richards said, his voice trailing off into low mumbles.

“No wonder what?” Baxter asked, as his eyes locked with one particularly ugly looking man in a black suit. He quickly averted his glance and continued on to the big double wooden doors with the Federation seal, at the end of the corridor.

Baxter punched the control next to the entrance, presumably to gain admittance, but the doors didn’t open.

“Insert tongue,” a monotone female voice suddenly said.

“What now?” Baxter asked.

“Insert tongue,” the voice repeated.

“I’m not that kind of guy,” Richards chuckled.

“Insert it where?” Baxter asked, looking around the doors. Suddenly, a little slot opened up at about shoulder level. Baxter leaned in and inspected it. “What the…?”

“Do it,” Richards said.

“You do it,” Baxter told him.

“It’s disgusting.”

“Well, we’ve got to get in there. The president’s waiting.”

“Just do it.”

“You do it. You’re my subordinate.”

“There you go, rubbing that in again,” Richards sighed. “Fine. I can be the bigger man.” He leaned in and cautiously inserted his tonuge in the slot. “Hmm…mmmmph!”

“Extracting saliva sample,” the computer voice said. “Identity confirmed. Richards, Christopher, Commander. First Officer, USS Explorer. Fifteen years of service. Failed three courses at Starfleet Academy: Warp Core Dynamics, Thermal Regulation and Home Economics.”

“THRRRRBT!” Richards growled, pulling his tongue out of the slot. “That’s enough, computer!”

The doors still didn’t open.

“Your turn,” the computer said, and Baxter guessed she was talking to him. “Insert tongue.”

“I feel stupid.”

Richards rubbed his tongue. “Actually, it felt kind of cool.”

“Whatever happened to a nice, clean retinal scan,” Baxter asked rhetorically, and leaned in.



“I didn’t realize I failed Sociology,” Baxter mumbled as he and Richards walked (finally) into the President Dillon’s suite.

“Good morning,” said a woman seated at an expansive, oval desk, in front of a set of even grander double doors. She stood, prim and librarian-like, with a neatly-kept bun of brownish-brown hair kept straight and immaculate, and an unassuming beighe blazer and slacks combo. “I’m President Dillon’s Executive Assistant. My name is Gisele.”

“Nice to meet you,” Richards said, taking Gisele’s hand and kissing it. “Enchanted.”

“Your tongue is a little dry from the sensor slot,” she said, pulling her hand away. “We’re trying to get that fixed.”

“We’re here to see Dillon,” Baxter said sharply.

Gisele appeared to bristle at that. “The…President…has been expecting you for fifteen minutes.”

“We were delayed,” Baxter said quickly, glancing at Richards. “Official Starship business.”

Gisele stared at Richards’s bag. “Uh-huh. This way.”

The assistant lead Baxter and Richards through the grand double doors. They stretched, easily, a meter over Baxter’s head, and the captain wondered why such high ceilings were necessary in an office.

When the doors opened, Baxter noticed that Dillon’s office was like an art exercise in perspective. It was one long walk down a primrose path of fancy paintings of important Federation people, ornate rugs and divine leather (probably Tellarite, Baxter drooled) furniture and impressive latinum fixtures.

At the rear of the tunnel-like office, behind a desk as big as Baxter’s whole readyroom, Bradley Dillon sat, hands clasped over his lap, looking at the pair with dull skepticism. Behind him, stars twinkled, and a freighter drifted by, its docking lights twinkling.

“This may just be a monumental mistake,” Bradley said, breaking the silence, and bringing Baxter’s gaze back to him.

“What the hell are you doing here?” Richards asked, and Baxter looked at him.

“He’s the president,” the captain whispered.

“No. HER!”

Baxter looked to the left of Dillon’s chair, where Richards pointed, and sighed. “Vansen. Shouldn’t you be in command?”

“In so many ways,” Vansen sighed. “But for now, I’m content to cover up your mistakes, Captain.”

“In your absence, Commander Vansen and I have been having a wonderful conversation,” Bradley Dillon said, then gestured for the chairs in front of his desk. “Please, gentlemen, sit down.”

“I’m content to stand,” Baxter said, then watched Richards scoot down into the seat opposite Dillon’s desk.

“Damn this is comfy!”

Bradley smiled blandly. “Glad you like it.”

Baxter just leaned on the back of the chair in front of him. “What do you want, Dillon? We’re busy guys.”

“Like you said, he has no respect for authority,” Bradley said to Vansen, who just nodded and smiled.

“Neither did she, or she’d be back on the ship, in command, as she was ordered,” said Baxter.

“Can I help it if I wanted to have a brush with greatness before we left Waystation?” Vansen asked, her eyes fluttering. “I’ve idolized President Dillon ever since he took office.”

“She is a nice addition to your crew, Captain,” Bradley said. “I’d give her a promotion if I were you.”

“But you won’t,” Baxter seethed under his breath.

“Now then,” Bradley said, leaning back in his chair. “On to why we’re here.” He steepled his fingers. “I need you.”

“Nice sentiment, Mister President, but I’m afraid I don’t feel the same way about you,” Baxter smirked.

“Not you, specifically, you dolt,” Bradley snapped. “The Explorer. I need a more mobile command post.”

Richards’s eyes went wide. “Command post?”

“Yes. My offices, for the time being, are to be housed on the Explorer, effective immediately.” He slid a padd across his desk to Baxter. It didn’t quite slide all the way to the other side of the desk, where Baxter was sitting.

Bradley snapped his fingers. Suddenly, a thin man in a grey tuxedo scuttled up behind Baxter and Richards and picked up the padd, and put it in Baxter’s hand. Then he walked off, ducking into some hidden door in one of the walls of the office.

Baxter wondered how many other people Dillon kept in his walls as he read the padd.

“You’ll find your orders are quite clear,” Bradley said.

“From Vice Admiral Romano-Anasaki-Kihara himself!”

“The Associate Commander in Chief,” Bradley grinned. “You’ll find on that padd all the instructions for my offices, which will be located on deck fourteen of your ship. Everything that’s currently on that deck will need to be removed and placed elsewhere. The specifications are quite exact. I believe your Chief Engineer should have no problem with the refit. And, Waystation’s docking and repair facilities are of course, at your disposal.”

Baxter nodded, taking it all in. “No.”

“What do you mean ‘no’?”

“I mean, I don’t want to do it. Give the mission to someone else.”

“Ah, the classic Baxter catchphrase,” Vansen muttered.

“My catchphrase is ‘hop to it’ and you know it!”

“I’ve never heard you say that before,” Vansen said.

“Neither have I,” said Bradley. “And believe me when I tell you, there’s no way out of this arrangement. Your orders are confirmed. And, I assure you, Federation security is at stake here.”

“How’s that?” Richards asked.

Bradley twisted back and forth thoughtfully in his chair. “I guess you do deserve to know.”

“Damn right we do!” Baxter said. “Know what?”

“You see,” Bradley said, leaning forward and folding his hands atop his desk. “There have been a couple…well, attempts…at…circumventing my life.”

“People are trying to kill you?” Vansen asked.

“In a manner of speaking…” Bradley said, looking from Richards to Baxter. “It’s a complicated story, really…”

“Tell it,” Baxter snapped.

Bradley took a deep breath, as if he were about to say something important.

Then the lights all went out.



“Captain,” Lt. Commander Craig Porter reported from the science console in Ops. “We just lost power to Deck Twenty-Four.”

Beck walked over to Porter’s console and glanced at the readouts. “President Dillon’s suite. Oh, goody. They’re trying to kill him again.”

“It would seem.”

She sighed, glancing back at tactical, where Lt. Commander Sean Russell was nearly dozing. “Sean! Send in security!”

“What? Oh.” Russell snapped forward in his chair. “Is someone trying to kill the President again?”

Beck nodded. “You know what to do.”



The lights in Bradley’s office were quickly replaced with a dim green glow, and Bradley Dillon was on his feet, tapping madly at a button underneath his desk. “Damn. Transporters are out. They must have taken out the auxiliary power source.”

“They who?” Vansen asked.

“The Bast, or their mercenaries, more accurately,” Bradley said, walking around his desk. “Follow me.”

“The Bast?” Baxter asked, following Bradley toward the doors to his office. “The name sounds vaguely familiar, but…”

“I did business with them once before,” Bradley said quickly, flipping open a slot next to the big doors to his office and yanking down on a handle which slowly pumped the vast swinging doors opened. “When you and your ship rescued me from those technology-stealing bandits that ended up being the Starshine Kids.”

“Oh, yes,” Richards said. “I remember. Just before my wedding.”

“That ended up being my wedding,” said Baxter.

“Fascinating!” Vansen said. “So why are they trying to kill you?”

Bradley shrugged. “I owe them money. More on that later. Come on.” Bradley lead the group out of the office and toward Gisele’s desk. He stopped, thoughtfully considering something. “If power to the automatic doors is offline, then Brigance is still stuck behind the wall in my office. He’ll be no help.”

“You mean that guy who gave me my padd?”

“Yeah,” Bradley said. “Oh well. Time enough to worry about that later.” He reached behind Gisele’s desk and pulled out a phaser rifle. He pulled out three more and tossed one to Baxter, Vansen, and Richards. “Here you go! Careful with those, they’re top of the line and cost a fortune.”

“Why are you so heavily armed?” Baxter asked as they headed down the long hallway to the main reception area. Bradley was several steps ahead of the rest of them.

“Didn’t you get the fact that people are trying to kill him?” Vansen demanded. “Stay with the story!”

“I hate weapons, but you can never be too careful,” Bradley said.

“Hey,” Richards said, catching up to Bradley. “Where’s that assistant of yours…Gisele? Do you think they captured her?”

“No,” Bradley said with a small grin. “She can take care of herself.” He then looked around, his grin fading. “But I would love to know where the Special Secret Section is.”

“They were out here a minute ago,” Baxter said.

When they got to the reception area, they found the Special Secret Section. Or, rather, a pile of bodies that once was the Special Secret Section.

Baxter knelt and felt the wrist of one of the fallen men. “Hmm. Alive, but barely.” He stood back up.

“They must have come through here with a stun bomb of some kind,” Vansen said.

“And now they’re somewhere on my deck,” Bradley said in a low voice. “Probably trying to get to my latinum vaults.”

“I thought your money was all in some intergalactic bank,” Baxter said.

“I had it moved here. These are the things you have to resort to when an unbelievably powerful and mysterious alien race you know nothing about is trying to get you!”

“There must be a way to reason with them,” Richards said.

“These attackers probably aren’t Bast. They’re probably just thugs. Last time, it was Naausicans. I’ve had some of the attackers interrogated. They’ve never even met the people who hired them. Don’t know a thing except that they’re working for the Bast, and that I’m marked for elimination.”

“Nice setup you have here,” Baxter muttered.

“I would feel a lot better if I knew where those attackers were.”

“Madera to Baxter,” chirped Baxter’s combadge.

“Well, that’s comforting. The comm system hasn’t been jammed yet,” Richards said encouragingly.;

Baxter tapped his badge. “Go ahead.”

“We just received a distress call from the Tracker. Seems the Minkta has broken free of their tractor beam and Captain Harth has taken Captain Kimmel and her crew hostage.”

“Oh, not now!” Baxter moaned.

“What should I do, sir?”

“Concentrate on the problem at hand and leave that piddling problem to someone else!” Bradley snapped, looking around the branching corridors that led away from his suite with a growing sense of unease.

“Send another ship to the Tracker’s position and instruct them to get Kimmel out of that mess,” Baxter said.

“We’re the only ship in range,” Madera replied.

“Damn!” said Baxter. “Why are we always the only ship in range?”

“Orders, Captain?” Madera asked impatiently.

“Can you lock on to me and beam me to the ship?”

A pause. “No, sir. Your signal is being jammed by some sort of transporter shield.”

“Stand by.” Baxter looked from Richards to Vansen. “You guys okay handling this thing by yourself?”

“No!” the two snapped in unison.

“Absolutely not,” said Bradley Dillon. “This is a life and death matter!”

“So’s the other thing.” Baxter checked the charge on his phaser rifle. “You guys sit tight here. I’m going to find my way out of this transporter shield. I’ll call you if it’s clear to follow me.”

“You’ve had some stupid, lame-ass ideas before, Captain, but this one beats them all,” Vansen groaned.

“Some might call it heroic,” Baxter said. “If you ever had a friend, you’d understand what I mean.”

“I have friends, and I have no idea what you’re talking about,” Richards said.

Baxter patted his shoulder. “You just sit tight, buddy. You’ll hear from me soon.”

Bradley watched, rapt, as Baxter took off down one of the corridors. He then looked at Richards and Vansen. “So…which one of you will be taking over when the captain dies?”

“Me!” they both said in unison.



Baxter was out of breath by the time he reached the end of the corridor. Okay, so he was really out of breath after the first ten meters of his jog. He really needed to get down to the Ship’s Gymnasium…wherever that was.

He leaned against the door at the end of the corridor, which, if his memory was correct, led to even more corridors.

He smacked the button on the door repeatedly. “Why won’t this damn thing open?” He leaned his head against the door. “And…why me?”

The door suddenly slipped open, and he fell out, slamming into the floor.

“Captain Barker?” Lt. Commander Russell asked, helping Baxter to his feet.

“Baxter,” Baxter said, and looked around at the half dozen security folks Russell had lined up around him. “You found a way in?”

“Yes, sir. Want to help me search for a killer? The process is actually starting to grow on me.”

“Would love to,” Baxter said. “But I’ve got a…something else…to do. Do me a favor and go save the President. Thanks!”

Russell looked at Baxter quizzically as the captain tapped his combadge.

“Baxter to Explorer. You got a signal yet?”

“Yes, loud and clear,” Madera replied. “We’re ready to energize at your command.”

“Go!”

Russell just shrugged as Baxter dematerialized. “Why do I let anything surprise me anymore?” He nodded at his men. “Let’s go, guys!”



Baxter straightened his uniform as he moved toward the front of the bridge. Lt. Madera stood from the command chair and moved over to helm.

“Captain Beck is pretty adamant that nobody leaves until the president is secure,” Madera said, as she sat back down at her station.

“She is, is she?” Baxter said, folding his arms. He looked back at tactical. “Mister Keefler: Hail Waystation.”

“Aye, sir,” Keefler said, punching a control.

The annoyed and busy-looking Beck appeared on Baxter’s viewscreen.

“What are you trying to pull, Captain? And why aren’t you still on Waystation?”

“An emergency has come up, Lisa. I need to go. I’m asking you, as a friend, clear us for launch.”

Beck glared at Baxter. “Okay…”

Baxter smiled.

“First of all, I’m not your friend. Second of all, don’t call me Lisa. Third of all, this is an emergency. Nobody leaves.”

Baxter nodded, still smiling. “All right. I tried to be a nice guy about this. Keefler: Arm phasers. Prepare to sever the docking arm we’re attached to.”

“Sir?”

“Do it!”

Beck narrowed her eyes. “You wouldn’t…” She looked at Baxter long and hard. “Yeah you would. Porter, let him go.”

Baxter smiled. “I knew you’d come around, you old softy.”

“I hate you,” Beck said, and disappeared from the viewscreen, to be replaced with an image of the docking arm drifting away as the Explorer backed away from Waystation.

“I know just how to make things up to her, too,” Baxter grinned. He looked at Keefler. “Have the transporter room beam our security specialist over to Waystation. Right where you beamed me out.”

Keefler nodded. “Transport underway. Hopefully you didn’t ruin its nap.”

“Hopefully I did. It fights best when angry.” He grinned at that thought, then looked at Madera. “Lieutenant, lay in a course to intercept the Tracker, maximum warp.”

“Laid in.”

“Engage!”



“You know, I’d hate awfully to kill you now,” Captain Harth said, leaning over Captain Kimmel’s command chair, as the red alert lights cycled on and off around them. The rest of the bridge was clear, her crew having been stunned and tossed into the conference room. His men, five of them, stood in a huddle at the back of the smallish bridge, near tactical.

Everyone else on the ship had been gassed by anesthezine, shortly after the Tracker had, of its own accord, lost all power, due, ironically, to way too much power being put into the cargo bays to keep the Gorn crew pent up. They were still towing the Minkta, as far as Kimmel knew, but then again she wasn’t being told much. Just that the Gorn escape and subsequent takeover of the ship had been a fairly brief escapade. They were on her bridge with phasers in her face scant minutes after her tactical officer had told her that they’d broken out.

“Go ahead, kill me,” she said, in a voice that sounded braver than she really felt. “I’ve been a bad, bad, captain.” She pulled up her knees, leaning her head on them as she sat in the command chair, feeling totally helpless. “Just get it overwith already, okay?”

Harth knelt in front of Kimmel. “You know what? You are ferociously cute.”

Kimmel looked up, a faint smile touching her lips. “Really? You think so?”

Harth laughed. “Not really. I find all humans disgusting. Such soft, pink skin. Eeeeiik!”

“Laugh it up, Mister Greenjeans. I happen to know you won’t be laughing for long.” Kimmel struggled to sound threatening, jutting her chin just a bit, then leaning it back on her knees.

“I’m counting on it, precious,” Harth said, standing.

Kimmel seemed truly taken aback by this. “How come?”

“How come?” Harth looked around the bridge. “You have a fine little ship here, Captain. But I stress the word ‘little.’ Your friend that saved you…his vessel…now THAT is a ship. It will fetch a tidy sum on the Orion market.”

“And just how do you expect to get your hands on it?”

Harth withdrew a Starfleet phaser from its awkward place in his hip holster, which looked far more better fit for a bulkier Gorn sidearm. He slid it up against Kimmel’s neck. “How indeed.”



“Get me a bead on the President. Fast,” Sean Russell said, advancing down the corridor toward the presidential suite.

“We’re getting nothing,” Ensign Mike Waits said, tapping the side of his tricorder.

“They must have put up a sensor jammer,” Russell deduced.

“If only we had a good divining rod.”

Russell stared at Waits. The guy was heavily into reinacting ancient events with a group of “creative anachronists,” and sometimes he got a little carried away. But man, was he good with a sword. “I don’t think a divining rod would do us any good.”

Waits shrugged. “Just a suggestion.”

It was then that a rectangular panel came clanging to the deck from the ceiling, and the next thing Russell saw was a volley of swift sweep and roundhouse kicks, aimed all about his head, neck and chest.

“Someone do some shooting!”

“She’s too close to you!”

“She?” Russell asked, raising his eyebrow, an action which now was extremely painful, as he’d just been kicked in the face. He rubbed his eyes and stared at his assailant.

“Gisele,” he said flatly.

“You’re not an assassination squad,” the mousy administrative aide said to him.

“Last time I checked, no,” Russell said.

“Do you want us to shoot her?” Ensign Tidwell asked, still aiming his phaser at Gisele.

“No,” Russell said, rubbing his jaw. “She’s on our side.”

“You’re sure?” asked Waits.

“I didn’t know you could fight like that,” Russell told Gisele.

“I wasn’t just hired for my filing skills. Bradley wanted me to be his last line of defense. In case, you know, someone tried to kill him. Which, if you think of it, was actually pretty forward-thinking of him.”

Russell nodded dumbly. “He’s that kind of guy.”

Gisele pushed up the sleeves on her blouse, glancing about the corridor. “Now, where is he?”

“I was about to ask you the same question.”

“I don’t know,” Gisele said. “But we’d better find him quick, before someone, or something…”

“Mister Russell!” a smartly-dressed woman in a navy blue pantsuit said, jogging up along the corridor. She was followed by a man wearing a holorecorder headset. “And Miss…whoever you are! Joan Redding! Associated Worlds Network. What’s the status of the President? Do you know where he is? Is his life in danger?”

“She would fall into the category of a ‘something,’” Russell said under his breath. “Ms. Redding, not only is his life in danger, but yours is too. This is a secured area. You and your cameraman need to get out of here.”

“I’m not leaving without a report on the status of President Dillon!”

“Tidwell…escort these two out of here,” Russell said. “Gisele, you’re with me. You know this place, and Dillon’s security precautions. You know where he’ll go to hide if there’s trouble.”

Gisele thought about that. “I have a feeling…”



“My, this is a lot of latinum,” Commander Richards said, to no one in particular, as he sat on a pallet of latinum bricks. He glanced around the green-lit cargo bay, letting out a low whistle. “This is like that fort…on Earth. Where they kept all the gold.”

“I thought you dealt in credits, not latinum bricks,” Vansen said, standing by Richards as Bradley paced in front of the door to the cargo bay.

“I’ve got both,” he said distractedly. “And some other alien currencies. It pays to diversify your portfolio.”

“Remind me to hire your stock broker,” Richards said, then looked at Vansen. “That is, if I was interested in material wealth, but I’m not, because I’m in Starfleet.”

Vansen curled and uncurled her fists as she stood there. “We can’t just hide in here.”

“That’s exactly what we’re going to do, Commander,” Bradley said. “Waystation’s security people are doubtless on the case. I am in the most secure place on the station…maybe even in the sector. Nobody’s getting in here. This location is absolutely invulnerable.”

Just then, the door slid open, and a tall, muscular Andorian woman in a tight-fitting leather bodysuit strolled in. She aimed her arms at Bradley, and as if by pure thought, long, thin, serrated blades shot forward out of both sleeves. “Taste my fiery daggers of death, swine!” she cried out, her eyes wild with hatred.

Richards’s mouth gaped. “D’aht?”

The blades slid back up the Andorian’s sleeves. She slapped her face with both hands in shock. “Chris Richards? Could it really be you?”

Bradley blinked. “Ummm…”

Richards walked over. “What have you been up to?”

“Oh, you know, after Suva went and reformed on me, I had to go solo. The woman became so fwarking obsessed with the art world. Killing and conspiring just didn’t do it for her anymore. I really tried to find a new partner…but I realized that I was, ultimately, happier alone. You know?”

“Yeah…right…” Richards said slowly.

“So, how’s J’hana?”

“Do NOT go there!” Richards chuckled.

“Excuse me!” Vansen said, stepping up behind Richards. “This woman has been sent here to kill the President.”

“Yeah,” Richards said, shoving D’aht’s shoulder. “She’s quite the card, all right. She tried to kill us all a few years ago, during the short- lived Andorian civil war.” He looked at Bradley. “Watch your step around this one.”

“Yeah,” laughed D’aht. “I still have to kill the guy. Orders are orders.”

“Sure,” Richards said.

Bradley walked up to D’aht, gripping her by her shoulders and turning her to face him. “You! Tell me who your contact is! How do I get to the Bast and explain myself! Get this stupid death sentenced removed?”

“You’re fwarking up the wrong tree, human,” D’aht spat, glowering down at Bradley. “Mine is not to question why, it is but to kill you and watch you die.” And with that, she reared back with her left arm, snapping the long serrated blade out of her sleeve again, and thrust it at Bradley.

It went right through him.



“So…Dwanok’s common-law wife Kessica seems hell-bent on pulling the plug on his life support machines,” J’hana said with a rattling sigh. “But forget about my piddling problems. What is going on over on your end, Imzadi?” The Andorian glowered out of Lt. Commander Tilleran’s desktop terminal.

“Oh, a whole lot of nothing,” she said, drying her hair and wrapping a towel around it, hugging her robe around her. Her quarters were still a little steamy from the shower. She decided to have the wet kind, as opposed to sonic, as a treat since she’d pulled a double shift. She always liked that damp feeling just after. Kind of like…she shook the thoughts from her head, and smiled at J’hana. “You know, same old. We’re docked at Waystation right now.”

She glanced out the viewport, expecting to see the docking arm and upper saucer of the massive station outside her window. Instead, all she saw was streaking stars. Her eyes went wide, as her brain was flooded with a rush of thoughts from crew all over the ship scrambling to battlestations. “J’hana, I’ve got to go…”

“Yes, well, I suppose I’ll return to tending my comatose boyfriend. It is all right that I have a boyfriend, isn’t it, Ari?” J’hana asked, her eyes narrowing.

Tilleran wasn’t listening. “I’ll catch up later. Something’s wrong…” She hit the desktop terminal, closing the channel to Kronos. She tapped her combadge. “Tilleran to bridge.”

“Baxter here,” came the reply, as she yanked on her uniform trousers over still-wet legs. “I was just about to call you. We’ve got a little…thing. We could use your help.”

“I’m on my way.”

“Take your time, take your time. We won’t be heading into battle for a good six…seven minutes.”

“How comforting,” Tilleran muttered, and zipped up her tunic, dashing for the door.



“Nooooooooooooooo!” Vansen yelled as D’aht ran Bradley Dillon through with her blade. She charged the Andorian, tackling her to the ground, pinning her arms. D’aht flipped her over, and the two proceeded to roll on the ground, knocking against one pallet of gold bricks after another, like pinballs hitting flappers.

Richards just looked at Bradley with total confusion. The blade had gone right through him.

“What are you looking at?” Bradley asked pleasantly.

It went THROUGH him. As if he wasn’t even there.

Wasn’t there.

“You’re a hologram!” Richards shrieked. And D’aht and Vansen looked up from where they were restling, Vansen on top, blowing tussled hair out of her face.

“Come again?” Vansen demanded.

Bradley smiled, looking down at D’aht. “I am indeed a simple projection.” He smiled broadly. “Pay no attention to the man behind the curtain, and such. Sorry to disappoint you, ma’am, but today is just not my day to die.”

“ZHARNAFWARKINIT!” D’aht seethed.

“Oh shut up,” Vansen replied, socking D’aht in the face, rendering her completely unconsciuous.

“RROOOOOOOOOOOOOARRRRRRRRRRRR!” Voluminuous and multiple purple tentacles wedged open the door to the vault, and a towering, roaring creature lumbered in, swinging its proturberances about and slipping them around Richards and Vansen, hoisting them both in the air.

“You’re a little late, Unlathi,” Richards said calmly as the androdgynous Velvattian security officer held him aloft. “But nice effort, anyway.”

“Friend of yours?” the Bradley hologram said, looking up at the beast, which wore a loose interpretation of a Starfleet uniform stretched over its gargantuan body. Tentacles extended from multiple sleeves. Those tentacles parted to reveal a vertical mouth with multiple rows of teeth, and four compound eyes that oscilatted as the thing observed Bradley.

“Security Specialist,” Vansen said, as Unlathi let her and Richards down.

“That’s right,” Unlathi said, and slithered out of the room, leaving a healthy (and flowery-smelling) slime trail in their wake.

Richards dusted off the front of his uniform, as Vansen pulled her hair back into its loose ponytail.

“So,” Vansen said to Bradley. “Where are you, really?”

“Oh, a secret location deep underground on a planet in this system,” he grinned. “I figured the Bast would try to do me in one more time before I transferred to your ship. Better to expose their plans than to fall victim to them, right?”

“Were you going to fill us in on your little plan?” Richards asked.

“Didn’t I just do that?” Bradley asked.

“Since you’re just a hologram,” Richards said, “would it be okay if I punched you in the face?”

“No.”

Just then, Gisele and Russell burst in. The secretary took a traditional jujitsu fighting stance, surveying the room.

Russell waved his phaser around the room. “Everybody okay?”

“You’re late,” Vansen muttered, and walked out.



“Four minutes to intercept,” Keefler announced as Tilleran and Hartley both emerged from the turbolift. Tilleran sat down at her station, and Hartley took Engineering, on the other side of the bridge.

Baxter was standing in the middle of the bridge, staring at the streaking stars on the viewscreen. “Tilleran. Scanning range?”

“Um…” She looked down at her panel. “Yes. I’m picking up the Tracker, and the Minkta in its tractor beam.”

“Where’s Kimmel?”

Tilleran furrowed her brow at her readouts. “On the bridge, with about ten Gorn lifesigns. Half a dozen other Gorn are assembled throughout the ship.”

“And the Tracker’s crew?” Baxter asked.

“The full complement’s there, but according to biosigns, they’re unconscious.”

Baxter nodded. “At least nobody’s been injured.”

“I take it you have a plan, Captain?” Hartley asked, leaning on her panel.

“Oh, yeah,” Baxter said. He jogged up to Tilleran’s panel. “I take it we have the Tracker’s prefix code on file?”

“Yeah.” Tilleran tapped a few controls. “Starfleet set it at One- Two-Three-Four-Five, to make it easier for Kimmel and her crew to remember.”

“Super,” Baxter said. “Plug in those numbers and prepare to use the prefix code to drop the Tracker’s shields.”

“Right,” Tilleran said, and began inputting the sequence.

“The Gorn are a little thickheaded, but they’re not stupid,” Hartley said. “They may have already reset the Tracker’s prefix.”

“Nonsense,” Baxter said, looking at Tilleran. “And even if that’s the case, Tilleran here will be able to tell as soon as we talk to the Gorn.”

“Um…sure,” Tilleran said. “There. Prefix code ready.”

“Great,” Baxter said, turning toward helm. “Susan: Take us out of warp just off the Tracker’s bow.”

“We’re being hailed by a Captain Harth,” Keefler said, as the image of the Minkta and the compact, Nova-class Tracker swung into view on the viewscreen.

Baxter walked back toward the middle of the bridge. “Put him on.’

The viewscreen was overtaken by the view of the Tracker’s somewhat smaller bridge. The Nova-class ship, looking like a miniaturized version of a Soverign-class ship, was mostly used on science missions, although one of the Tracker’s sister ships, the U.S.S. Equinox, did have an evil captain who killed a bunch of alien creatures in order to try to escape from the Delta Quadrant.

Meanwhile, on the viewscreen, at the center of Kimmel’s bridge, a muscular, green, leather-clad Gorn was standing, his arm wrapped around the neck of the elfish Kimmel, a Starfleet phaser pressed to her cheek.

“Captain Baxter! How nice to see you again!”

“Likewise, or whatever,” Baxter said. “Let her go now, and I won’t blow you back to the glass tank you came from.”

The Gorn’s wide lips creased into a smile, showing his large, conical, pointed teeth. “You get to the point, Captain Baxter. I like that.” The smile turned quickly into a sneer. “Now, allow me to get to the point. Turn over your vessel to me immediately, and I will spare the life of your fellow Captain.”

“Turn over?” Baxter asked.

“Yes. We will lock you and your crew in the cargo bays and take you to the nearest barely habitable planet and leave you there. It’s certainly a better option than the alternative.”

“Which is that you’ll shoot my friend, there, and then we’ll blow you and your friends up.”

“And kill the crew of the Tracker?”

“Maybe,” Baxter said quickly, then looked back at Tilleran, whispering. “I’m dying over here. You ready to put in the prefix?”

“Yes, but…”

“No buts! You haven’t picked up on anything from Harth? Anything that would lead you to believe he changed the code?”

“Well…” Tilleran couldn’t be sure. She’d never been able to read Gorn, which was an oddity, since other Betazoids could. She was ranked in the tenth percentile as one of the most powerful telepaths on Betazed, but the reason she didn’t take her place among the all-time greats…the Lwaxana Trois and the Tam Elbruns…was because she could never read Gorn, silly as that may sound. And it was something she never told anybody. And, wouldn’t it figure, here she was, being asked to read a Gorn. What was she suppose to say? Can’t do, Captain? Instead, she said: “I’m not picking up anything unusual from them, Captain.”

“Good enough for me,” Baxter said. “Put in the code, now!”

Tilleran sighed and punched a control.

Baxter turned to face the viewscreen, a smile spreading across his face. “Take that, Mister!”

Harth looked puzzled. “Take what?”

“Don’t look now, but we just lowered your shields.” Baxter nodded back at Hartley. “Commander, lock on to Captain Kimmel and beam her out of there.”

Hartley frowned at her panel. “Captain, I can’t get a lock. The Tracker’s shields are still up!”

Baxter gulped. “Tilleran!”

“No more games!” Harth shrieked suddenly, blasting his phaser in the air. He shoved it back up against Kimmel’s neck. “Give me the Explorer now, or I’ll kill her!”

“Okay, okay,” Baxter said, holding up his hands. “You win.”

Harth seemed surprised. “I do?”

“Yeah,” Baxter nodded. “And to convince you of my sincerity, I’ll beam over there now to officially surrender. We can even sign a little proclamation, if you like. After that, you can take me as a prisoner of war…then we could get a coffee, or something, maybe.”

Harth narrowed his nictating eyes at Baxter. “Are you trying to trick me?”

“Certainly you and your men can handle one unarmed human.”

“Good point.” Harth nodded at someone off-screen. “I’ve just given the order to lower our shields, so you can beam over now. I will have my assistant prepare the necessary paperwork, and…”

“Their shields are down, Captain, I’ve got Kimmel!” Hartley exclaimed.

“Wow, that was easy,” Baxter said with a smile. “Keefler: Lock phasers on their bridge and fire!”

Harth watched Kimmel disappear right out from in front of him, and he fired his phaser as she dematerialized, but he was too late. Right after that, Baxter watched the bridge explode into a shower of sparks and flames, knocking Harth and his fellows to the deck.

“Take a team over there and secure that ship, Mister Keefler,” Baxter said, walking to the foreward turbolift as Keefler headed into the aft one. “And bring Doctor Wilcox so she can start waking up the crew.”

“Where are you going?” Hartley asked.

“Transporter Room Two,” Baxter said, and gave Tilleran an odd look as the doors closed.



Baxter met Captain Kimmel in the corridor near the transporter room. She’d been on her way to see him.

The shorter woman ran to wrap her arms around Baxter in a tight hug.

“Thanks for saving my ass again, Andy,” she said, and squeezed.

Baxter squeezed back. “Eh, what the hell. I had nothing better to do.”

“I’m going to change things, Andy,” Kimmel said, pulling back from the hug. “I’m going to make sure the Tracker crew doesn’t embarrass the Explorer Project again! We’re going to be a respected crew…like yours!”

Baxter giggled. “Well, depends on what you mean by the word ‘respected.’”

“I’m serious.’

Baxter nodded, smiling. “I’m glad.”

And the two stood there in the middle of the corridor, awkwardly.

“Peterman to Baxter.”

Baxter tapped his combadge. “Yes, honey?”

“Did we just go into battle?”

“I’m afraid so. It was a quick one, though.”

“Well, it’s time for Steffie’s nap, and she wants you to read to her from Zakbor, the Raging Breen. Actually, I want you to do that. I have no idea what she wants, what with the not talking and such.”

“I’ll be right down,” Baxter said, tapping the channel closed.

“How is Steffie?” Kimmel asked, as Baxter walked with her down the corridor.

“She’s growing fast. She’ll be as big as a…lamp…any day now.”

“That’s good.” Kimmel sighed. “Well, I’d love to stay and chat, but I have work to do. Making my Tracker the best ship it can be.”

“I have total faith in you, Anna,” Baxter said, and watched Kimmel step into the transporter room. Once the doors closed, he sighed. “Well, maybe not…total…” And he headed down to see to his daughter.



Captain’s Log,

Supplemental. We’ve arrived at Waystation, where Captain Harth and his marauders will be kept, along with their vessel, until Starfleet can figure out what to do with them.

Meanwhile, the Tracker has put in at Waystation for repairs, and I am busily preparing to take on one or two…guests.



“I don’t suppose there’s any way to fight this,” Baxter said, after President Dillon, Gisele, Brigance, his manservant, and Vansen and Richards, all materialized on the transporter platform.

“Oh, you can fight it,” Bradley said, moving briskly out of the transporter room. “You just won’t win.”

“Have yerself a nice visit to the ship, now!” Ensign Lindsay Morgan said, waving cheerily to the retreating group.

“You missed a hell of a good time, Andy,” Richards said, as Baxter watched Dillon and his entourage leave. “And we got to see D’aht, the Andorian mercenary. Remember her?”

“Oh, good old D’aht. How’s she doing?” Baxter asked.

“Tried to kill us,” Vansen muttered, and left the room.

“Anything that upsets Vansen so has to have some merit to it,” Baxter said.

“Yeah,” Richards agreed. “So…did you get Captain Kimmel squared away?”

“I don’t know. Maybe you were right, Chris. Maybe she has no business running a Starship. I mean, she crashed the ship into an enemy vessel and then got taken over, all in the same day.”

“At least it was an enemy vessel,” Richards said encouragingly.

“Yeah,” Baxter said, and smiled at Ensign Morgan, as he and Richards left the room.

“What now?” Richards asked.

“I guess we proceed with Bradley’s ‘mission,’ whatever that is.”

“Could you stop making air quotes? I hate it when you do that.”

Baxter scowled at Richards as the two walked down the corridor. “If that weren’t bad enough, I have a communique from my Dad waiting. I don’t think he’s pleased with me.”

“How could that be? All you did was disobey a station commander and the leader of the Federation.”

“Yeah, but I had good reasons…”



“I don’t give a damn if you did have good reasons,” snarled Admiral Harlan Baxter, over the subspace link on the desktop terminal in Baxter’s readyroom. Baxter sat at his desk and frowned at the screen, feeling meek and small. “You can’t just go off and do whatever you want. This is a military organization, son. We follow orders, and the chain of command. And if you ain’t noticed, the chain of command starts with the president.”

“Like it or not,” Baxter sighed.

“Well, you better get used to it,” Harlan said, leaning in to accentuate his point by waving his lit cigar at Baxter. “And you better straighten your act up. I won’t always be around to clean up after you.”

Baxter cocked his head at that. “You won’t?”

“Nope. Welp, gotta go.” Harlan stuck his cigar in his mouth and punched a control. The desktop viewer went blank..

Baxter leaned back in his chair. “Now how do you like that?”



“I do not like it at all,” Lt. J’hana said as she sat on her hard bunk in the Klingon New City, on Kronos, just a few blocks away from the Imperial Hospital, where Dwanok was being kept alive, had been for three months…barely.

“I do not care if you like it,” Kessica, Wife of Dwanok the Large, Interim Ruler of the House of Dwanok the Large, said over the small viewscreen in J’hana’s rented room. “You have no say in this.”

“On the contrary! As his parma’chai…”

“You are NOT his parma’chai! You are no better than a backwoods slut who would sleep with Ferengi! Your relationship with The Large One meant nothing!”

“I beg to differ, Kessica,” J’hana said stormily, as she stood and approached the monitor. “Dwanok and I…we shared many things. Much more than just a bed. More than you could ever understand.”

“Dwanok is never waking up,” Kessica snapped. “He has no chance of honorable death. I must gather up the shambles of his house and proceed with my life. Dwanok will be removed from life support, and there is nothing you can do about it.”

J’hana cracked her knuckles, her antennae twitching with growing anger. “We will see about that, you putrid shevath!”

“Ptooook!” Kessica cried, and the channel went dead.

J’hana glared darkly at the screen, gritting her teeth with barely consumed hatred. She must take action. Now.

Suddenly, the panel bleeped.

“Incoming subspace transmission from U.S.S. Explorer,” the voice of the space-to-land operator broke through.

J’hana tapped a control on the wall panel. “Go ahead.”

Lt. Commander Tilleran apperared on the screen, leaning forward, with a bubbling Tamaran fizz in her hands, sipping sullenly. “Imzadi, I’ve had the worst day. Can we talk?”

J’hana felt for her Imzadi, that she’d had a bad day, but her other love’s life was at stake, and she had to act to save him. Tilleran’s problem would wait.

“I would love to help you, Ari, but I will have to call you back,” J’hana said, turning to grab her duffel bag off the rock hard bed.

“Where…where are you going?” Tilleran asked, leaning in toward the screen.

“To war,” J’hana said, and punched the channel closed.



TO BE CONTINUED. . .



NEXT:



Over the last five years, we’ve never seen Lt. J’hana completely unleashed. But when the Klingons threaten to euthanize the comotose Captain Dwanok, her temper flares and she becomes a one- woman killing machine that will stop at nothing to protect her lover. Parents, don’t let your kiddies read this one! It’s bound to get nasty.




Sto’Vo’Kor Can Wait



Lieutenant J’hana could tell that something was amiss.

The Main Shuttlebay was empty. No crewmembers around to handle preflight procedures, nobody to see her off or give her any last instructions. Actually, J’hana liked that idea, but it smacked of sabotage. She had the distinct impression she was about to be ambushed, and she was none too pleased about it.

She had important business to attend to.

Dwanok the Large was lying, comatose, in the Imperial Hospital on Kronos, two and a half months after he was impaled by a beam on his crashing ship, the Devagh II. Since then, J’hana had been to visit him four times, drawing substantially on her accrued Starfleet personal days and vacation days.

This would be the fifth time, but this time the thing that was drawing her to Kronos was not concern for her former mate’s wellbeing. It was, instead, suspicion that his so-called wife, Kessica, was planning something. And J’hana had no plans to let her succeed in whatever it was she was planning. Kessica was a major irritant. Until Dwanok’s coma, J’hana hadn’t even known about Dwanok’s wife. Apparently, they were, for lack of a proper Klingon term, “separated.” They had married when they’d been young, not long after Ascension.

Dwanok was wealthy, having inherited lands and other assets from his father, who’d perished in a battle with seventeen angry Tarkalian razorbeasts on Tarkalia Six. Kessica was a street wench from the First City, who Dwanok first took in out of pity. But that pity grew to lust, and eventually, for Kessica, greed. And Dwanok, being lucky in the ways of battle, till then, and honor, but unlucky in love, gave in to her every wanton desire.

Kessica left Dwanok shortly after he fell out of favor with the High Council, and just before he left for the mission in the Fruitlands, which ultimately lead to him being stranded in the Delta Quadrant, and running across the Explorer, and J’hana. The wench, however, still claimed she was wedded to Dwanok, and had decision-making rights about his welfare.

J’hana wasn’t interested in Kessica’s reason for claiming rights over Dwanok. She didn’t recognize Klingon custom or tradition. There was just too much at stake. With Dwanok, she knew best. And if the Klingons did not understand that, she’d just have to explain it to them in her own terms.

But enough of that. J’hana had been so deep in thoughts of Dwanok, she’d barely noticed the shuttlebay was empty, and she wanted to know why.

The thing that surprised J’hana about nobody from the Explorer hanging around to bid her goodbye was that, since their return from the Alpha Quadrant with Captain Dwanok’s insensate form in tow, everybody had bent over backwards to try and make J’hana feel better. That, of course, had the opposite effect of making her feel horrible, and wanting to slash out with her bat’leth and gut each and every one of them.

But, J’hana thought, as she keyed open the entry hatch on the runabout Irawadi, at least they meant well.

Speaking of meaning well, there was Lt. Commander Ariel Tilleran, sitting on the edge of the conference table in the aft compartment, with nothing but a shimmering and partially see- through nightgown draped around her. She grinned playfully at J’hana.

“You didn’t really think I’d let you leave without saying goodbye, did you, Jan? Hope you don’t mind, but I took the liberty of having the room cleared.”

“I should have heard your footsteps as you followed me,” J’hana asserted, setting her duffel down on the deck and stepping toward Tilleran.

“I beamed in. You don’t really think I’d walk around the ship in my nightgown, do you?

J’hana came closer. “I was hoping maybe you were.”

“You must be distracted,” Tilleran said, slipping off the conference table and wrapping her arms around J’hana’s waist. “You should have picked up our Imzadi bond from meters away.”

“Yes. Distracted,” J’hana said, and ran her fingers through Tilleran’s hair. “My sweet, sweet telepath. I will miss you.”

“I’m not going anywhere,” Tilleran grinned. “Just come back soon so we can continue this…ever so platonic relationship.”

“Yes,” J’hana said simply, leaning forward, kissing Tilleran fully on the mouth.

Tilleran pulled back, touching her lips. “Comm me when you get to Kronos.”

J’hana bowed. “Of course.”

Tilleran smiled as she stepped through toward the forward compartment of the runabout. J’hana heard the hum of a transporter, saw light, and sighed.

The good thing about Tilleran was that she wasn’t jealous. She realized J’hana and Dwanok had a relationship distinct and separate from the relationship she shared with Tilleran. Both relationships were rife with lust..and maybe, J’hana told herself grudgingly, love.

J’hana walked through into the cockpit, right where Tilleran had been, and wasn’t surprised at all to find no one there.

She sat down in the pilot’s seat, punching controls. “Explorer, this is Irawadi, requesting permission to depart.”

“Irawadi, this is Explorer,” came Commander Chris Richards’s voice. “You’re clear, J’hana. Godspeed to you.”

“Who?”

“Nevermind.”

J’hana tapped another control that activated the Irawadi’s engines. The runabout lifted off the deck and pivoted around toward the opening shuttlebay doors, and drifted, gently, out into space.



The room they kept Dwanok in at the Imperial Hospital, like most rooms on Kronos, was dark. The great, massive hulk that lay motionless on the shelf-bed at the center of the room was bathed in an amber overhead light. Nearby, monitors buzzed with information, all in Klingon, about the subject’s life signs. This information was the same, J’hana thought, ever since Dwanok had been brought aboard the Explorer and “saved” by Doctor Holly Wilcox.

She’d told J’hana then that, although they’d been able to repair most of the damage to the Andorian’s large lover, it was possible that he’d never awaken again.

So Kessica, wife to Dwanok, had come to the Explorer, holding all sorts of legal documents pertaining to her rights to claim Dwanok’s body. Captain Baxter had tried to hold on to him, because he knew it was important to J’hana, but an eventual appeal from Kessica to the highest levels of Starfleet command eventually ended the debate. Dwanok was shipped off to Kronos, where Klingon “doctors” could better care for the large one. Or that was what Kessica told her, anyway.

J’hana was aware of Dwanok’s wife. Klingons did not believe in divorce. Kessica was a remnant of a relationship that once, maybe twenty years ago, brimmed with life and lust and longing. Now she was merely an accessory, a drain on Dwanok’s resources, as he once said. She did him no good, he’d tell J’hana. She’d never even bore him any children, to J’hana’s knowledge.

And now she thought she could just waltz in and take over?

That some marriage certificate, some law thing, gave her rights over the life of the Great Dwanok?

J’hana chortled at that, as she stood at the foot of his bed, watching the immovable mass that was her lover.

She would just stand there and glower, looking at him, watching for some sign he would arise. When he did, she wanted to be there. She didn’t want him to see the scowling face of that woman Kessica, that leech, that plotting shevath, why, she…

She was standing right behind J’hana. The Andorian’s antenna could detect her Essence of Targ’s Hoof perfume.

“What do you want,” she said flatly, without turning around.

“I think you know what I want, offworlder,” Kessica said in a low, unwavering voice. “You know what must come, what must now be. Leave this to us. You are not wanted or needed here, Andorian.”

J’hana still didn’t look at Kessica. “I know him far better than you ever will, you realize.”

“You are mistaken if you think that bothers me in the slightest.”

“If I wished to bother you, you would be dead,” J’hana said in measured tones.

Kessica moved next to the Andorian, bracing her hands on the foot of Dwanok’s bed-shelf. “You are a stranger on this world, J’hana. You know nothing of honor, or our ways. All Andorians

care about is violence and death. They know not honor, or guile, or

wit. Surely, you can see how someone of that ilk would not be

welcomed here?”

J’hana finally turned to face Kessica. “You are, of course, welcomed to try to remove me from the premises. She held her hands out wide.”I am weaponless. It should be an easy task. Just push me out the door.”

Kessica whirled, heading back toward the door into the hospital hallway. “Be advised, Andorian! Dwanok will die soon, whether you want him to or not!”

J’hana circled the bed-shelf, reached down and touched the hand of the sleeping giant, Dwanok. She squeezed it. “That remains to be seen.”



“So…Dwanok’s common-law wife Kessica seems hell-bent on pulling the plug on his life support machines,” J’hana said, sighing and leaning back against her stiff chair, in the room she’d rented at the Honor Lodge, in the First City. The rental complex was just on the outskirts of town, a place where lowlife Klingon mercenaries went to hide from authorities. Where honorless thugs plotted and schemed to move the will of the High Council. Where offworlders went to hide from the rest of the populace.

But J’hana didn’t think of herself as hiding. She thought of herself as embracing the hatred with which Klingons viewed offworlders. She certainly wouldn’t do a thing to try and bridge the gaps between her culture and the Klingons. No, that would certainly be the Federation way, but it wouldn’t be J’hana’s. She’d rather not have a thing to do with most Klingons. Just one. A very large one.

Tilleran was just coming out of the shower, by the look of her damp, bare skin that was draped in a skimpy satin robel. J’hana watched her with great interest as she moved about her cabin on the Explorer, gathering her clothing and drying her hair with a towel. “But forget about my piddling problems,” she said. “What is going on over on your end, Imzadi?”

“Oh, a whole lot of nothing,” Tilleran said, wrapping a towel around her mane of hair, hugging her robe around her. She looked thoughtful. “You know, same old. We’re docked at Waystation right now.” J’hana watched her look behind her, arching around and seeming gravely interested in something off-screen. She turned and looked back at J’hana with determined, deep black eyes. “J’hana, I’ve got to go…”

J’hana bristled at that. What could be so important as to interrupt their subspace call? Was the Explorer in danger? Without her there to defend it? There were so many things she wanted to tell Tilleran. But she thought better of it, and said only, “Yes, well, I suppose I’ll return to tending my comatose boyfriend. It is all right that I have a boyfriend, isn’t it, Ari?” She narrowed her eyes and searched for a reaction in the Betazoid.

Instead, all she got was: “I’ll catch up later. Something’s wrong…”

How about that, J’hana thought to herself. She wished she knew what was going on. Sometimes she wished to the Hive Mother that she had telepathy of her own. Sure, she could sense Tilleran, but she couldn’t read her thoughts. Not like Tilleran could read thoughts.

J’hana decided not to think about that any longer, and, instead, decided she would take a walk.



The avenues of the First City of Kronos were right up J’hana’s…well…alley. They were dank, dark, and most important of all, dangerous. Few walked alone on the streets of the First City. And if offworlders went out at all, they covered themselves up in cloaks and the like.

J’hana found that whole notion laughable. She was regaled in her casual outfit, a tight-fitting leather pants and tanktop number that accentuated all the right places, and proudly displayed her toned and well-developed biceps.

Her hair was arranged in its characteristic mop, with stray braids of white hair crisscrossing down her back. Only occasionally did she let these braids down. When she was off duty, on vacation, or just unwinding after a long day of providing ship’s security.

The avenue J’hana walked down reeked of dying meat, of rottenness and fetidness, of putridity. Like Commander Conway’s office before Richards had it steam-cleaned.

It was a dark-as-pitch night, like most nights on Kronos. The days, as a matter of fact, weren’t much brighter.

J’hana liked that, too. Gave her plenty of opportunity to keep to her thoughts, without being distracted by her surroundings.

Or the people sneaking up on her.

She stopped in her tracks and bent her arm backwards, catching the wrist of a potential assailant. She heard a grunt of surprise as she whipped around and twisted her would-be attacker’s arm behind his back. She leaned down in his face, which was framed in traditional, blooming Klingon locks. His breath stank of blood wine.

“Who sent you?” she demanded.

“Kill me!” he ordered, and J’hana twisted his arm harder.

“Not until you tell me what I want to know, p’tak!”

“You will not make it off this planet alive,” the Klingon choked out.

“Were I only so fortunate,” J’hana said. “However, I have a lot of unfinished business to attend to.”

“That is where you’re wrong,” the wiry Klingon spat as J’hana bent him over. “Your business here is finished. Leave, while you still can. You won’t be getting another warning.”

“You weren’t going to warn me. You were going to kill me.”

“Well, it was going to be sort of a murder-warning,” the Klingon stammered.

“I don’t find you amusing in the least,” J’hana hissed, and slammed the Klingon foward into a nearby cement wall, rendering him unconscious. He dropped to the floor and J’hana turned, just as two more Klingons sailed through the air at her.

She grabbed the steel-toed foot that was flying at her face and twisted it, and the Klingon it was attached to, in mid air. As gravity did its job, dragging the second attacker to the ground, J’hana twisted his leg around backwards until she heard a satisfying snap. Then she slammed his head into the hard rock ground, knocking him out, just as a bat’leth came swinging at her neck.

She ducked, grabbed the back of the bat’leth, and used it to flip over her third attacker, a woman with wild, frizzy, high hair, and biceps twice the size of her own.

The woman hit the ground and J’hana ripped the bat’leth out of the startled Klingon’s hands, bringing the blunt end down on her head.

“You are all too incompetent to be awarded the good fortune of death,” she said, looking at the array of unconscious Klingons that surrounded her.

An old Klingon woman scuttled by, glanced at the scene, and scuttled along even faster.

“There is nothing more to see here!” J’hana called out, then headed back to her apartment, whistling an old Andorian synth-death tune.



She arrived at the Imperial Hospital the next morning to find Kessica talking to Dr. Yorn, the Klingon physician who’d been assigned to Dwanok.

“Your messengers of death failed sadly in their task!” she announced, walking up to the pair, who stood just outside the door to Dwanok’s room.

“They did? How’d you know I was trying to kill my cousin?” Yorn asked, raising an eyebrow, causing his whole ridged head to crinkle.

“I was referring to HER messnegers of death,” J’hana said, pointing at Kessica.

Yorn frowned. “Oh. Well, be specific next time. A lot of us have messengers of death out there.”

Kessica smiled toothily at J’hana. “Doctor Yorn and I were just discussing the hopelessness of Dwanok’s condition.”

“Oh, his chances of waking up are certainly slim to none,” Yorn said easily. “The level of brain activity barely registers on our sensors. Dying is merely a formality for that one.”

“Keep talking,” J’hana said. “Perhaps you will even be able to repair yourself after I am through with you.”

Yorn grimaced at J’hana. “I knew I should have gone into the military service. Why did I think becoming a doctor would make my parents proud?”

“Because you are a fool,” Kessica said.

“I was trying to help you!” Yorn said stormily.

“You can help me by killing that Dwanok. Spare him an honorless, unconscious life,” Kessica sneered, turning her gaze on J’hana. “We’ll even let you watch.”

J’hana’s hands curled into fists. She could feel her fingernails cutting into her palms. “I am going to enjoy watching YOU die, Kessica.”

“My, J’hana, Dwanok was right. You do have a lot of growing up to do,” Kessica said, and walked off down the hospital corridor.

Yorn glared at J’hana a long moment. “You know, offworlder, you’d do well to say your goodbyes to Dwanok now. He’ll be dead by tomorrow.”

“You don’t know that,” J’hana spat at the doctor.

“Oh, I can assure you of that.”

“You will have to kill me too,” J’hana said.

“Well,” Yorn said. He looked around. “I’m due in surgery. Enjoy your stay!” And he dashed off. J’hana’s surmise was correct. Only the truly pathetic Klingons went into the medical arts.

J’hana walked into Dwanok’s room, reaching into a pouch at her thigh and withdrawing a large blade, curved and serrated with Klingon inscriptions carved in it. She’d purchased it from a Klingon memorabilia stand at a fleamarket in the Dartona system, where the Explorer had recently been on assignment.

“I was saving this until you woke up, Dwanok,” J’hana said, placing the blade on Dwanok’s chest. “But I think it’s important I share it with you now. So when you awake, you can stab your traitorous s’vettchl of a wife right between the eyes. And I will be there to see it.” She grabbed Dwanok’s hand. “This I vow to you, oh Large One.”

She couldn’t be sure, but she swore she felt him squeezing back.



“This call is a courtesy you don’t deserve. Don’t take it likely,” Kessica said over J’hana’s viewscreen in her cramped room at the Honor Lodge.

“What reason could you possibly have to do me a courtesy?” J’hana asked, rubbing svvix cream on her hands. It was almost time for bed.

“Because, for whatever reason, Dwanok obviously had affection for you. It was probably naked lust and nothing more. Still, you were part of his life. You deserve to be there when he dies.”

“You are nothing if not single-minded,” J’hana grunted.

“When I set my mind to something, it gets accomplished,” Kessica said. “Of that, you can be certain.”

“I have told you many times, you will not be permitted to remove Dwanok from life support. He has a seat on the High Council. He is respected by many of the great men of Kronos.”

“Martok doesn’t like him.”

J’hana stared at Kessica “So, you brought the Chancellor in on this.”

“You gave me no choice. The master record-keeper of the High Council is writing a decree as we speak, praising Dwanok for his long service to the Empire and ordering his immediate termination. The decree should be passed unanimously in Council Chambers tomorrow.”

“And you are telling me this…why?” J’hana asked, peering skeptically at the face on the viewscreen, a face she was growing more and more to hate.

“Because you at least deserve the right to watch Dwanok die, of course,” Kessica said with a jagged grin. “Since you shared so much…of your bed…with him, it’s only fitting that you be there for his send off. How do you like that?”

“I do not like it at all.”

“I do not care if you like it,” Kessica replied. “You have no say in this.”

“On the contrary! As his parma’chai…”

“You are NOT his parma’chai! You are no better than a backwoods slevut who would sleep with Ferengi! Your relationship with The Large One meant nothing!”

“I beg to differ, Kessica,” J’hana said stormily, as she stood and approached the monitor. “Dwanok and I…we shared many things. Much more than just a bed. More than you could ever understand.”

“Dwanok is never waking up,” Kessica sneered. “He has no chance of honorable death. I must gather up the shambles of his house and proceed with my life. Dwanok will be removed from life support, and there is nothing you can do about it.”

J’hana cracked her knuckles, her antennae twitching with growing anger. “We will see about that, you putrid shevath!”

“Ptooook!” Kessica cried, and the channel went dead.

J’hana glared darkly at the screen, gritting her teeth with barely consumed hatred. The time for reflection and thought had passed. She must take action. Now.

Suddenly, the viewscreen, which had just gone dim, bleeped.

“Incoming subspace transmission from U.S.S. Explorer,” the voice of the space-to-land operator broke through.

J’hana tapped a control on the wall panel. “Go ahead.” Lt. Commander Tilleran apperared on the screen, leaning forward, with a bubbling Tamaran fizz in her hands, sipping sullenly. “Imzadi, I’ve had the worst day. Can we talk?”

J’hana felt for her Imzadi, that she’d had a bad day, but her other love’s life was at stake, and she had to act to save him. Tilleran’s problem would wait.

“I would love to help you, Ari, but I will have to call you back,” J’hana said, turning to grab her duffel bag off the rock hard bed.

“Where…where are you going?” Tilleran asked, leaning in toward the screen.

“To war,” J’hana said, and punched the channel closed.



Captain Andy Baxter leaned back in his chair, in his readyroom, and steepled his fingers. Something about having the President of the United Federation of Planets sitting across from him, in one of the two chairs that faced his desk, made him feel really powerful.

“Can I get you anything to drink, Mister President?” Baxter asked, gesturing to his private replicator slot.

Bradley Dillon shook his head. He was dressed in the same dapper, crisp charcoal suit with deep blue lapels that he wore when he met with Baxter on Waystation. It shocked Baxter to realize that it was just earlier that day that everything had happened. That he’d learned that Bradley Dillon was transferring his office onto the Explorer, and charging Baxter and his crew with the responsibility of seeking out an enigmatic and mysterious race known as the “Bast,” and settling up with them on an unpaid bill for some circuitry that the President didn’t even own anymore. It all made Baxter’s head spin.

Still, here he was, late in the afternoon, staring across his desk at the Federation President. At the Federation President who had taken up residence on HIS ship.

“So,” Baxter said, taking a sip from his cup of orange pekoe. “What can I do for you?”

“I came to discuss arrangements,” Bradley said, sliding a padd across Baxter’s desk. “These are the specifications I’m requesting for my deck.”

Baxter nearly choked on his tea. “You’re taking a whole deck?”

“I believe I mentioned that to you earlier today.”

Baxter glanced at the padd. “I guess I wasn’t really listening.”

“Indeed,” Bradley said. “You do of course understand that these kinds of alterations will take a few days in spacedock at minimum.”

The captain stared vacantly out his office window, noting the blue hulk of Waystation sitting just outside, just a few thousand meters removed, thanks to the docking arm to which the Explorer was presently attached. Baxter knew that the U.S.S. Tracker, captained by his friend Anna Kimmel, was attached to one of the lower docking arms, being worked on right now, after a run-in with some nasty Gorn who, Baxter was glad to hear, were being towed, along with their ship, to a Federation judiciary board in the Terran system. Whatever happened, Baxter was sure they’d get a fair deal, and hopefully be banished beyond all capability of bothering him or Kimmel ever again.

“So…you’re not just talking about staying on the ship for a few weeks,” Baxter said slowly.

“I’m glad we understand each other on that point,” Bradley said with a small smile. “My stay is…indefinite.”

“Well, I’m sure Admiral Baxter has some missions lined up for us.”

Bradley nodded. “I spoke with Nelson myself. He understands the situation and is cooperating fully. He feels that the mission to locate the Bast is fully compatible with the goals of the Explorer Program. This assignment has his full support.”

No surprise there. Baxter’s dad also gave his full support to the plan to send the Explorer to the Gamma Quadrant for a year.

“Your crew is uniquely qualified for this task, Captain,” Bradley was saying, but Baxter was barely hearing him. “They’ve exhibited, on more than one occasion, the ability to operate far from Starfleet jurisidiction. Bast space is a long way off, and contact with Starfleet will be minimal. Your people shouldn’t have a problem with that.”

“No, Starfleet pretty much hates our guts, so I think that’s fine, I just…” Baxter trailed off, thinking of Kimmel. “I just feel like the Explorer may be needed elsewhere.”

“The Aerostar, Tracker and Pathfinder are all quite well- equipped to handle Explorer Project missions.” Bradley narrowed his eyes at Baxter. “You don’t think any of those ships are…incapable… of handling anything that may come along, do you?”

“Of…of course not,” Baxter stammered, flipping the padd over on his desk.

“Now, to the matter of my entourage. They will require…”

Suddenly, the door to Baxter’s office slid open, and Tilleran stood in the doorway, her hands braced on it. “Captain!”

“Um…hi, thanks for knocking,” Baxter said. “What do you need, Commander?”

“J’hana…she’s in trouble. I can feel it!”

“Those telepathic senses tingling, huh?” Baxter asked.

The Betazoid shook her head. “Something like that. Anyway, I was just talking to her, and I got an impression of…”

“J’hana. She’s that Andorian tactical officer, am I right?” Bradley asked.

“Yes,” Baxter said.

“Charming woman.”

“Glad you like her.” Baxter looked at Tilleran. “What gave you that…impression, Tilleran?”

“She said she was going to war. She actually said ‘war.’”

Baxter leaned back in his chair. “Well, you know as well as I do that J’hana looks at everything as a war, even indigestion. She was probably just being melodramatic.”

“I’m not so sure,” Tilleran said, and ducked out of the office.

Baxter blinked. “Hmm.”

“Shall we continue?” Bradley asked.

“I guess.”



J’hana was not surprised to find a garrison of Klingon ground troops guarding the double doors that led to the Ward of High Ranking Warriors. She’d prepared for it, in fact, and as she rounded the corner toward those doors, she lifted five blades out of her duffel and tossed them at the crowd of milling Klingons.

Four were hit square in the chest, or neck, and dropped. The fifth, unfortunately, received the blade in his forehead and just looked angry. He lunged at J’hana, along with the other six warriors.

She tossed her duffel to the ground, grabbing her bat’leth from it, and spread her legs in a combat stance.

She swung her blade at the first Klingon dragged it upwards, gutting him like a fish, sending him to his knees. With a graceful swing, she slammed the dull side of the blade into his back, knocking him on his face.

The next two Klingons hurled themselves at her, and they each met one end of the bat’leth, head on. J’hana then removed it from their chests and swung it behind her, catching one of the advancing Klingons right in the stomach. She shoved harder, then pulled it out, and swung it in another delicious arc, slamming it into one, then the other Klingon, felling them both.

At this point, people were shouting. Klingon doctors and nurses, clad in their chainmail labocoats, were rushing to and fro, closing doors, sounding alarms.

J’hana didn’t notice any of this. She just pressed forward, swinging her bat’leth at any Klingon who cared to get in the way.

She plowed through those double doors to the ward, picking up her duffel on route.

From the duffel, she retrieved a handful of concussion genades, which she tossed, one by one, in her wake, felling what few Klingons attempted to follow her.

She next pulled a phaser rifle from the duffel, then dropped the empty bag behind her. She’d never even thought to pack a change of clothes.

J’hana swung the phaser rifle up with her left hand and blasted, just as a Klingon guard advanced on her from a side corridor. He hit the ground.

With her right hand, she slung the bat’leth at an on-rushing nurse, a big fat Klingon woman who must have had some kind of reckless need to die honorably. J’hana indulged her.

Everything was silent and calm for J’hana as she strode toward the doors to Dwanok’s private room and blasted them open with the phaser rifle.

She found, in there, Doctor Yorn and Kessica.

“How long have you been here?” Kessica asked absently. “I barely heard your approach.”

J’hana spat at Kessica. “Silence, she’vath! If you attempt to hamper me in any way from retrieving The Large One, I will kill you.”

And, just as Yorn approached from behind her with a hypospray, J’hana swung the phaser rifle behind her and pointed it at him. Without looking at him, she said, “And that goes for you, Doctor.”

She stared at the bed with Dwanok in it. He lay still, motionless, at total peace. And flatline.

“VSHNITTTTTTTTTTTTT!” J’hana shouted at the ceiling. She stared at Kessica, daggers beaming in her eyes. “You will die for this, fwarking fwarz-sharsher!”

Before Kessica could respond, J’hana threw her bat’leth in the air, slapped her combadge, then caught the blade. “J’hana to Irawadi, energize!”

Kessica lunged at her, but did so a few moments too late. She turned around quickly to find that Dwanok, too, was gone.

“She is a tremendous fighter,” Dr. Yorn said.

“Shut up!” Kessica snapped, withdrawing a communicator from the folds of her dress. “Kessica to Cha’Vel! Transport me aboard!”

Yorn sighed as Kessica beamed away. She could have at least invited him along.



“Leave orbit, and lay in a course for Federation territory, maximum warp!” J’hana ordered the computer as she walked back to the conference lounge in the rear of the Irawadi, where Dwanok lie inert on the table.

She stared at him a long moment, growling low, and to herself, curses erupting from her lips only as angry gurgles.

“Computer!” she finally announced. “Establish a subspace connection with the U.S.S. Explorer.”

“Connection established.”

“Send a priority communication to Janice Browning, Civilian.”

“Processing.”

J’hana ran to the foreward section and grabbed a medkit, then dashed back to the aft section where Browning was already sitting on the viewscreen, white sauce smeared all over her face and the front of her apron, holding a spatula.

“Browning here, what can I….J’hana!”

“Doctor, I need your help,” J’hana said simply, holding up the medkit. “I did not know who else to turn to. Dwanok is dead. You must help me revive him.”

“J’hana, I’m flattered, but…what? He’s dead?”

“His heart monitor went flatline just before I beamed him out of the Klingon hospital.”

“You…beamed him out?”

J’hana nodded. “Suffice it to say, it is all very complicated. You must help me to revive him.”

“Okay,” Browning said, nodding. “I’ll do what I can. I’m not an expert on Klingons, and I’m up to my elbows in bernaise sauce, but…”

“DOCTOR!” J’hana shouted, waving the medkit at the viewscreen.

“Right. Well, first, pull out the hypospray and set it to deliver a 15-cc injection of cordrazine. That should get his heart pumping again.”

J’hana slapped the case on the table next to Dwanok and pried it open. She rifled through the hypos and injectors. “Hmmm….which one is the cordrazine?”

“It’s the orange stuff. Looks kind of like marmalade.”

“Oh. Of course.” J’hana grabbed the orange vial and shoved it into the hypo, then punched a key sequence into the back of the instrument and shoevd it into Dwanok’s neck. “Thank you, Doctor. I’ll just be…”

“Wait!” Browning said. “You have to see if it worked. Get the medical tricorder and scan him.”

“Scan. Right. I can do that.” J’hana pulled the medical tricorder out of the kit and ran it over Dwanok, calmed by its serene buzz. “I believe he is showing faint heart signs.”

Browning thoughtfully tapped her forehead with the spatula. “Okay. Well, you’ll need to get him on life support quickly. A cordrazine injection every thirty minutes will keep him going until then.”

“How soon is quickly?” J’hana demanded.

“Very soon. He needs life support, J’hana. He’s in a coma.”

“Understood. I will find him life support. J’hana out.”

“But…” Browning said as she disappeared from the screen. Just then, the Irawadi shook with the tremors of disruptor blasts.

“Fwark it all,” J’hana rumbled, and ran to the foreward section. “Computer, bring up tactical view.” She leaned over the screens at the pilot’s seat, and sure enough, two B’rel class Birds of Prey were closing on her, firing disruptors. She punched some controls, pulling the Irawadi around and taking it straight toward one of the two Birds. She opened fire with phasers and torpedoes, closing the distance before the enemy ship could retrain its targeting scanners. She quickly whipped the Irawadi around again, and, before the Klingon ship could turn to face her, she hit it with another volley, disrupting its shields. She punched some controls on the console, watching the readouts of shield modulation. She began tweaking the Irawadi’s shields, trying to get them in sync. The other Bird of Prey, meanwhile, soared over the runabout, pounding it with its weapons.

“Computer, return fire, continuous, on target bearing oh-five- seven mark oh-oh-seven.” Still standing, J’hana maneuvered the Irawadi around behind the first Bird of Prey, as the second one continued hammering it with disruptors.

“Shields down to thirty percent,” the computer called out.

“Just a little more…” J’hana said, focusing on the ventral section of the Bird of Prey, its soft underbelly. She fired phasers and another spread of torpedoes, modulating the phaser frequency to vibrate sympathetically with the shields on the Bird of Prey’s underbelly. “Just a little more, you fwarking rhashard!”

As sparks poured out of panels all around her, J’hana heard the characteristic bleep of shield alignment, just as she guided the Irawadi between the down-swept wings of the Bird of Prey.

She punched several more controls, programming a transporter sequence that would put her and her comatose lover aboard the other ship, just as more blasts pounded the Irawadi, blowing one of its warp nacelles off and blowing a giant hole in the side of the smaller vessel.

J’hana didn’t care about the explosive decompression that ripped its way through the Irawadi, however, because she and Dwanok had just beamed away.



“I hope this meeting has left you with some…feelings of assurance,” Bradley Dillon said, as he and Baxter exited the readyroom.

Baxter stretched, listening to the cracks and pops that cascaded down his spinal chord. “Yes, I feel quite comfortable, Mister President. Bring on the….presidency.”

Bradley ducked into the aft turbolift. “Your crew will adjust to these changes. I think you will see this will ultimately be quite the…profitable venture.”

“Oooh. Profit! Just what I’ve always wanted!” Baxter exclaimed sarcastically, as the turbolift shut on Dillon. Then, he just seemed to deflate. “That man just took a whole deck of my ship!”

“Poor boy,” Lt. Commander Vansen said from the command chair. “Now where will you keep your comic book collection?”

“The comics are stored on Deck Seventeen, thank you very much,” Baxter snapped. “But thanks for your concern. Speaking of which…” He glanced over at the science console, where Lt. Commander Tilleran was staring at something with rapt fascination. “Commander, did you find out anything more about J’hana?”

“Sort of…” she said in a low voice.

Baxter put his hands on his hips. “What the hell does that mean?”

“On….screen…” Tilleran mumbled, tapping another button. The foreward viewscreen came to life with the image of a hallway cluttered with dead or unconscious Klingons. Blood spattered the walls.

“This is the scene at the Imperial Hospital on Kronos, where just a few minutes ago, a rogue Starfleet officer cut a swath of destruction in order to free her former lover,” a female voiceover narrated as the camera winded along the hallway and finally settled inside a large room, with a large, empty bed, and a lanky Klingon doctor standing by the bed, looking useless.

“Doctor Yorn,” the voice said from off-screen. “I am Tynara of Krinokom News Network. Can you please tell me what happened here?”

“A force of nature,” the Klingon doctor said vacantly. “An awesome destructive energy unlike any I have ever seen.” He stared into the camera lense. “Flee. Flee! Or she’ll get you too!”

Baxter looked at Tilleran. “J’hana,” they both said.

“So you waited to show HIM this but you couldn’t have shown ME,” Lt. Commander Vansen said, crossing her arms.

“Shut up,” Baxter said. “Baxter to Hartley. How soon can we get out of here?”

“I just opened up a hole the size of a small forest moon in Deck Fourteen to start making President Dillon’s new ‘accommodations,’ and you want to take us to warp? Not to mention the fact I’m getting married in six days…”

“A simple ‘forget about it’ will suffice, Commander,” Baxter said. “Carry on.”

“The Escort,” Tilleran said.

“Guess there’s no choice,” Baxter said. “Come on.”

“Now wait just a…” Vansen said, following Baxter to the back of the bridge.

“Vansen, you’re in charge,” Baxter said as Tilleran followed him into the aft turbolift.

“Well, when you put it that way…” Vansen said, stopping at the quarterdeck and watching as the doors closed. “I’m in charge. About damn time.”



“YugoH, this is the Cha’Vel. I repeat: Do you need assistance?” Kessica’s voice echoed through the vessel’s corridors and compartments, including the sickbay, where J’hana loomed over Dwanok, leveling a phaser rifle on the one YugoH crewmember she’d left conscious. The rest of the complement of sixteen had been either knocked out or slaughtered in a symphony of chaos, swinging blades, weapons fire, and destruction that she’d conducted shortly after beaming aboard. It had taken ten minutes.

“Perhaps…perhaps you should advise her of the situation?” Gonch, the medtech aboard the YugoH said as his shaky hands maneuvered an array of shiny metal and blinking instruments over the insensate Dwanok.

“I don’t care what she thinks,” J’hana said. “The longer she is confused, the better.” J’hana stared at the readout on the wall of monitors next to Dwanok. The sickbay on Dwanok’s personal-use B’rel- class Bird of Prey was nowhere near as well-equipped as the Imperial Hospital, but it was equipped to keep Dwanok’s vital signs stable. And the first-year medtech that worked aboard the YugoH was adequate to the task of hooking Dwanok back up to the machines that would keep him alive.

“YugoH. This is your last warning,” Kessica’s voice said. “Respond now or we will assume you have been captured by the enemy and we will open fire. I repeat: We will open fire!”

“Do your worst,” J’hana sneered. Then her eyes beamed at the readouts as they pulsed with bleeps.

Gonch lifted his hands from Dwanok and looked at the readouts. “There. I have stabilized him for whatever journey you have in mind for him. I would warn you that Kessica is a very single- minded woman. I doubt you will be permitted to carry out whatever you are planning. Moreover, you will probably die.”

“I believe our business is finished,” J’hana snapped, and fired her phaser rifle at Gonch, dropping him to the deck. She walked up next to Dwanok and squeezed his hand. “Everything is all right, Large One. Consider yourself rescued.”

Just then, a blast rocked the YugoH, and J’hana had to hold on to Dwanok’s medtable to stay upright.

“Sit tight, my giant bedfellow!” J’hana shouted, and ran out of Sickbay. “This will be a battle to savor!”



Richards was still pulling his uniform jacket on as he stepped onto the cramped bridge of the Escort. “I knew it would come to this. We should have seen the signs.”

“Take helm, Chris,” Baxter told him. “Tilleran, you’ve got sciences.”

“What a novel idea,” Tilleran muttered, and sat down next to the command chair, behind the science console.

“I’ll take tactical!” Counselor Kelly Peterman said, stepping out of the entrance hatch and onto the bridge.

“H-honey…” Baxter stammered. “How’s it going? Care to help us clean up the bridge of the Escort? It’s gotten awfully dusty lately!”

“Stop with the charade, Andy. I know you’re going off to rescue J’hana, and you weren’t even going to tell me.”

“But…but…”

“Janice’s babysitting Steffie,” Peterman said. “She called me right after she had a very interesting subspace chat with J’hana.”

“J’hana called….” Baxter trailed off.

“Janice,” Tilleran finished for him.

Peterman nodded. “Seems she needed help resuscitating an almost-dead Dwanok.”

“And that brings you aboard how?” Baxter asked.

“Because the computer told me you were coming here.”

“Damn computer! I don’t know how you got it working for you…”

“And because, above all else, you will need a counselor on this mission.” Peterman sat down at tactical. “Now, we could argue all day about this, or you could disembark, before Bradley Dillon realizes you’ve left the ship without his authorization.”

Baxter folded his arms. “I don’t need President Dillon’s authorization to leave the ship.”

“You didn’t read that clause in the mission brief?” Richards said, turning around in the helm seat.

“This just keeps getting better and better,” Baxter sighed. “Chris, disconnect umbilicals and magna-lock. Start your engines and lay in a course for Klingon space. Don’t wait for the word, just go!”

“You don’t have to tell me twice,” Richards said, cracking his knuckles and staring at the conn. “Now, if I could just remember which button engages the warp engines.”



J’hana stood behind the arched tactical console at the rear of the YugoH’s bridge as sparks rained down upon her from multiple panels.

“J’hana, stop this insanity this instance!” Kessica’s voice trilled over the comm system. “I don’t want to destroy you and Dwanok in this manner!”

“No, you want to destroy Dwanok in another manner altogether. A less honorable manner!” The Andorian fired another spread of photon torpedoes from the YugoH’s aft launcher as, on her tactical screens, the blip that represented the Cha’Vel closed on her position.

“Don’t you see, this is a hopeless excercise, Andorian?” Kessica spat. “You’re just dooming yourself! Let me have my titles, I mean…Dwanok’s honor!”

“Hah!” J’hana snapped back, firing disruptors. “Now it comes out. You are not afraid to admit you are just an ambitious wench trying to take control of a once proud house!”

“How little you knew Dwanok,” Kessica chortled as the YugoH’s decks rattled with blast upon blast from her weapons. “His house was a laughing stock!”

“LIAR!” J’hana shouted, pounding back with every ounce of firepower she had.

“Dwanok was a throwback. The only one of the Klingon upper echelon who could stomach him was Kahless, and we all know Kahless is just an empty, tired figurehead! The rest of the Empire pitied him for his old and plodding ways. The man understood honor, to be sure, but he knew nothing of scheming or plotting. He insulted and turned away every High Council member worth knowing. He took us to the brink of bankruptcy! Let us salvage what little remains of the man…if not for me, then…for the children!”

J’hana’s hands rested on the weapons console. “There are…children?”

“Three. D’vorak is near the age of ascension. Tesla and Dwanok Junior aren’t far behind!”

J’hana blinked. “I had no idea that Dwanok had children.”

“Consorts are usually not informed of those matters.”

“I am NOT a CONSORT!” J’hana shouted and returned fire again. She jerked the YugoH into a stomach-churning roll that momentarily evaded the Cha’Vel’s wrath. That would buy her a little time…get her to where she hoped she could find an ally. Not to the Explorer. No, this was none of their business. But toward the only people who possibly cared enough to help her, and might protect Dwanok while J’hana dispatched Kessica.



“She’s heading to Andor,” Tilleran surmised, looking at her readouts.

Baxter whirled in the Escort’s command chair. “Andor? Why would she possibly be headed there?”

“Seeking asylum?” Peterman offered, seated at tactical, on the other side of Baxter.

“Andorians don’t seek asylum,” Tilleran replied. “J’hana certainly wouldn’t.”

“She might be trying to buy Dwanok some time, though,” Richards said from the helm. “Especially if she has Dwanok’s wife and Klingon security forces on her back.”

“There are no signs that Klingon security forces have been mobilized to go after her,” Tilleran said. “As a matter of fact, all Klingon channels are reasonably silent.”

“They’re letting J’hana and Kessica sort this out themselves,” Baxter said, then harrumphed. “Honorably.”

“Figures,” said Richards.

“So what can we do to help?” Tilleran asked.

“We can keep Kessica off J’hana’s tail,” Baxter said. “By any means necessary.”

“Open fire on the Klingons?” Peterman said. “Andy…wouldn’t that be…you know, warlike?”

“It could be interpreted that way, I suppose,” Baxter mused. “Anybody have a problem with that?”

The bridge was silent.



“And another thing, I think your hairdo is a disgrace, the way you braid…” J’hana cut off Kessica’s connection before she could finish flinging her insult. With a few button-taps, J’hana had established a comm channel with Andor, and tracked down her third sister-cousin Hirrah.

“Ninth hive, this is Hirrah, how may I attack you?” the stonyfaced, older Hirrah replied.

“Hirrah. Time is short. I need you to mobilize the family defenses and take on an enemy of the Klingon state for a day or so while I kill some people.”

Hirrah cocked her head quizzically. “I’m sorry. Do I know you?”

“J’HANA!” the Andorian bellowed. “My sixth mother and your tenth father are cousins, remember? We met at the family jamboree three years ago.”

“Oh. J’hana.” Hirrah’s face remained moribund, but she at least seemed to register vague recognition. “Now what is this about harboring an enemy of the Klingons?”

“Dwanok…my…boyfriend. He is aboard. He is in a coma. The Klingons want him dead. You must help me.”

“Sure. We can kill him. I’ll get out the good knives. Just beam him down to the Family Killing Room in block D of our complex and I’ll do the rest.”

J’hana growled low and steadily. “I don’t wish to kill him, shevath! I want to save him!”

“Whatever for? You said yourself he is in a coma.”

“But I love him.”

Hirrah laughed. “Is it Prank Day, and nobody even told me? You must be joking, J’hana. Save a cripple, who probably has very little chance of meaningful recovery? It is not our way, and certainly is not the Klingon way either.”

J’hana watched as Hirrah continued, but the words barely registered in the Andorian’s mind.

“Honorable death means everything to both our cultures, J’hana, and you think you can simply circumvent that because of some childish feelings you have? Are your antennae broken? You’ll find no safe harbor here, J’hana. The best your friend Dwanok can hope for is to be blown up in a fantastic explosion. Otherwise, he will simply die when his life support machines are turned off, and how pathetic will that be?”

J’hana didn’t see Hirrah’s face as she said that last bit, because she’d smashed her fist into the small screen her sister-cousin had been projected on. She slammed her hand on a control, silencing the audio, then brought the YugoH around, determined to defeat Kessica, or die trying.



Bradley Dillon stepped out onto the bridge of the Explorer, where Lt. Commander Nell Vansen sat, in the command chair, reading a padd.

“Commander,” Bradley said, walking around the command center. He sat down in the chair next to Vansen. Vansen’s chair.

She looked up at him, eyes narrowed. “Yes?”

“I was wondering if you’ve seen Captain Baxter.”

Vansen rolled that thought around in her mind a while. “Hmm. Have I seen him. Yes, yes I have.” This could be fun. She could completely discredit the captain in Dillon’s eyes. She could tell him Baxter went on a foolish trip, that he disregarded Starfleet regs and put crewmembers in jeopardy.

She sure didn’t owe anything to Baxter.

“So. Where is he?”

“On temporary leave. Signed the paperwork myself,” Vansen said suddenly, then returned to her padd, mentally beating herself senseless for what she’d just done. Why did she do that?

Bradley looked at Vansen a long moment, then shrugged. “Well, as long as he’s not embroiled in that situation between the Klingons and your tactical officer. Keep me posted on that, please. I’ll be belowdecks.”

Vansen looked up, gulped.

“Nice try, Commander,” Keefler said from tactical.

“Shut up, Ensign,” said Vansen.



J’hana blinked sweat out of her eyes and focused on the tactical controls, watching system after system go redline. The Che’Val was picking the YugoH apart, piece by piece. Kessica was not only going to destroy J’hana and Dwanok, she was going to take her time doing it, as if it were a chore to be relished. Whatever she said about wishing to spare J’hana’s life was simply a smokescreen.

What weapons J’hana had remaining, she poured at the Che’Val. To be sure, she’d inflicted her share of damage. But the Che’Val had a full crew. That meant people to keep the weapons at peak operating capacity, and people to fix things down in the engine room as they were damaged. J’hana had to do everything herself, from the bridge. And, formidable warrior though she was, she was no engineer. Nor was she a ship commander.

“Lower what shields you have left and surrender, J’hana!” Kessica bellowed over the comm channel. “End this, before you go down in flames along with that pathetic, dying nepok over there!”

“NEVER!” J’hana cried. “I will see you rot in the eternal afterlife!” She set her controls for ramming speed. If she and Dwanok were to die, they’d take Kessica along.

“You will never visit the halls of the honored dead!” Kessica shouted in response.

“I don’t care. I go wherever Dwanok goes. That is what a wife does. It’s what you should have done. Instead, you abandoned him. And for that, you will die, I promise you that!”

“And how do you plan on backing up that promise?”

“I…” J’hana said, and stopped talking when she saw another contact swoop in on her sensor screen. She pushed aside a dented panel and cleared soot of the screen. Sparks showered. The tiny blip orbited her ship and the Che’Val, and then she saw that blip fire on Kessica’s ship, and her face broke into a grin. “Does that answer your question, you putrid shevath?”

The comm system bleeped. “J’hana, this is Captain Baxter. May we have a word with you?”

“Of course, sir. After you help me blow up that Bird of Prey.”

“Now…that’s not my intention.” Suddenly, J’hana heard a rattling blast, and the connection fizzled for a moment. “Hey, cut that out! Fire back, honey!”

“Honey?” J’hana asked wryly. “Who is firing the Escort’s weapons, and why did you not bring the Explorer?”

“Be glad we came at all!” Baxter replied. “You’ve crossed way over the line, here, J’hana!”

“I have done so for love, sir. Now help me destroy Kessica.”

“That’s not going to solve anything.” Another crash hit the Escort. “Kelly, shoot! No, the other button. There, that one!”

J’hana covered her face.

“Beam off that ship, and we’ll take you back to the Explorer with us.”

“Can Dwanok come?”

“Well, of course.”

“Kessica will not permit you to lower your shields long enough to complete the transport, anyway. You must destroy her.”

“We could disable her ship,” Richards’s voice broke in.

“Disable,” Baxter said to himself. “Hm. That has a nice ring to it. You can’t start a war by disabling a ship, can you?”

“Of course not, Captain,” said J’hana. “Do the Starfleet thing. Disarm only the shields and engines of Kessica’s vessel.”

“Thanks for the recommendation, Lieutenant. Now sit tight. Escort out.”

J’hana watched with barely restrained glee as the Escort, fresh with weapons and fortified shields, pummeled the Che’Val, which J’hana had done a fairly good job of disabling already. In moments, the Che’Val’s shields and engines are inoperable.

J’hana punched a button, opening a channel to the Escort. “Thank you, Captain. You may leave now.”

“Now, wait one…” Baxter started.

“J’hana!” Tilleran’s voice came over the comm channel.

“Don’t worry about me, Imzadi. I will be fine. It’s Kessica you should worry about.”

J’hana holstered her hand phaser and picked up her bat’leth, then ran down to the YugoH’s transporter room.



J’hana materialized moments later in the center of the Che’Val’s bridge. Her phaser was out, and she swung it around the bridge in a long arc. Klingons stood at each station, chests thrust forward proudly.

“You may kill us, but you will not succeed in your duty,” the Klingon at the helm said. “Kessica has won. She is now the sole head of the House of Dwanok.”

J’hana grimaced at the Klingon. “And what makes you say…” J’hana’s eyes widened. She was a fool. A ridiculous, incompetent fool. “J’hana to YugoH! Return transport immediately!”



J’hana ran down the corridor toward Sickbay, then slammed her bat’leth in between the doors and wedged them open, not even bothering to try and jimmy the lock.

She found Kessica there, leaning over Dwanok, running her hand over his forehead. J’hana saw that the medical panels surrounding the gargantuan Klingon were all dim.

J’hana leveled her phaser at Kessica, the bat’leth hanging menacingly in her other hand. “Restore life support to Dwanok immediately!”

Kessica looked over her shoulder at J’hana and smiled toothily. “Oh, I don’t think that will be necessary.” She stepped aside, and to J’hana’s horror, revealed that a bat’leth was embedded deep in Dwanok’s chest. “I claim the rite of Mauk-to’Vor, you irrelevant concubine. I’ve restored honor to Dwanok by the only means at my disposal. Killing him.”

The phaser clattered to the floor, and in one smooth motion, J’hana brought her bat’leth twisting into the air and, screaming, lunged at Kessica.

The Klingon woman was ready. She reached behind her corseted dress and withdrew twin mek’leths, and wheeled her arms around toward J’hana as the Andorian lept at her.

“VAHHHHHHHHHHHSHARRRRRRRRRRRR!” J’hana cried as she slammed into Kessica, and the two tumbled against the deck, rolling end over end, their blades only casting glancing blows on each other, since they were both to close to do any real damage. This wasn’t fighting. This was just venting.

Kessica rolled over J’hana, straddling her, pinning her wrists down with one mek’leth and swinging her other hand up, no doubt, to slice the Andorian’s head off. “Do you have any last words before I end your existence, as I did your lover’s?”

J’hana’s mouth twisted with hatred. Her eyes clouded, her head rang, and then she heard a low, gutteral groan.

She and Kessica both glanced over at the medtable, as Dwanok, in all his largesse, leaned up and swung his legs around.

“TopaH!” he shouted at Kessica, staring down at the blade that protruded from his chest. “You are without honor!” He then looked to J’hana, and his face brightened somewhat. “I see you have met my wife.”

“Large one…” J’hana said, inclining her head toward Dwanok’s chest. “You are… impaled.”

“Indeed I am…urrgh…” Dwanok said as he gripped the blade with both hands and forced it out of his chest. “It…would appear…you need this more than I.” And he flung the blade at J’hana, then fell back against the bed.

Kessica’s mouth gaped in surprise, and J’hana took that moment to wrench her wrists free, grab the bat’leth out of the air, and slam its dull side against the Klingon woman’s head, knocking her to the deck.

J’hana lept to her feet, looming over Kessica, swinging the bat’leth high over her head. “Look in my eyes, murderer! Look into my eyes and know I will be the last thing you ever see. You…you are not worthy to beg at the gates of Sto’vo’kor. And, by the Hive Mother, may you never get there!”

“J’HANA!” Commander Richards shouted, standing in the doorway to the YugoH’s sickbay, with Tilleran beside him. He had his phaser raised. “Stand down! That’s an order!”

“Imzadi, don’t…it’s not worth it!” Tilleran echoed.

“But one more honorable slaying and I get a free set of blood wine mugs!” J’hana protested.

Kessica stared up at J’hana as blood dripped down into her eyes. Her mouth pulled back into a snarl. “They’re right, Andorian! You haven’t the–”

And J’hana swung the bat’leth down, embedding it in Kessica’s chest, pinning the shocked Klingon woman to the floor. Her task complete, the Andorian released the blade and watched Kessica’s wide eyes get wider and, ultimately, go vacant, as her body likewise went limp.

J’hana wordlessly turned toward Dwanok, stepping close to him, lifting his wrist, feeling for a pulse. Her hands crept up his face to his eyes, then as Richards and Tilleran looked on, she forced his eyes open, stared at the ceiling, and roared.

“Don’t you feel like you’ve seen all this before?” Richards quietly asked Tilleran. “Like, you know, somewhere else?”

“Can’t say I have,” Tilleran said distantly, and crossed the distance to J’hana’s side in an instant, touching the Andorian’s shoulder. “Imzadi…Jan…talk to me…”

J’hana, her face an emotionless mask, turned to stare at Tilleran. Her eyes narrowed. “Nothing needs to be said between us, Ari. Nothing ever did.” And she turned around and walked off down the corridor.

Richards walked up next to Tilleran, who just stared, rapt, at the Andorian walking away. “What now?” he asked.

“I don’t know, but I am damned sure going to find out,” Tilleran replied, walking past Richards, and after J’hana.

Alone now, Richards thought of all he’d seen, the look in J’hana’s eyes. The fierce set of her jaw, the snarling, the ruthless precision with which she’d executed Kessica. And he realized there was hurt there too, and that J’hana was far more than just a warrior. And, with that, Richards felt what he could only describe as…something.



Peterman and Baxter met Richards in the Escort’s cramped transporter alcove…little more than a walk-in closet.

“Chris!” Baxter said. “What the hell happened over there?”

“Dwanok’s dead,” Richards said distractedly, and stepped off the padd. He walked out into the corridor beyond. “So’s Kessica. J’hana killed her. Dwanok got into Sto’vo’kor, and I think J’hana earned a set of mugs.”

Baxter and Peterman turned and followed Richards into the corridor. “Wait…” Baxter said. “Where are Tilleran and J’hana?”

“They’re still aboard the YugoH. They’ve claimed the ship according to Klingon salvage laws. Apparently, when you kill somebody, you get to keep their stuff. Anyway, they’re going to bury Dwanok on Kronos, and then, I don’t know where they’re going from there. But they gave me a message for you.”

“Yeah?” Baxter said. “Well, don’t leave us in the dark.”

Richards reached the hatch at the end of the corridor and turned around. “They said they’d be back.”



TWO DAYS LATER. . .



“What’s that?” Lt. Commander Tilleran asked, pulling her opaque white robes around her as the winds on the Plain of Kodos picked up a bit, whipping treebark and debris past her face. J’hana, clothed in similar traditional Klingon burial ceremony attire, stood next to her.

“It is a Klingon mummification glyph,” J’hana rumbled in reply. The pair stood in front of an immense boulder the size of a shuttlecraft, to which a golden plaque, ornate with twisting pipes, spiral symbols, triangles, and Klingon inscriptions, was affixed. The mummification glyph.

Beneath the boulder, meters below, lie Dwanok the Large, ruler of the House of Dwanok now, J’hana hoped, fighting eternal battles in Sto’vo’kor.

J’hana and Tilleran were alone on the Plain of Kodos.

“I thought Dwanok had more friends,” Tilleran said softly.

“Many on Kronos still believe he died dishonorably,” J’hana replied. “It would dishonor them to set foot near his grave.”

“But, didn’t Dwanok have a stellar career, by Klingon standards?”

“He did, until he was lost in the Delta Quadrant. Until he met me. It seems I caused his fortunes to take a turn for the worse.”

“You can’t really believe that, can you?” Tilleran asked.

J’hana turned to the Betazoid. “You tell me.”

“I think what you did,” Tilleran said, slowly and softly, “was the most romantic, brave and pigheaded thing you’ve ever done.”

“My attacks on the Imperial Hospital and Kessica’s ships will be stuff of legend and song, whether the Klingons agree with my reasons or not. But, in the end, I still was not able to save Dwanok.”

“Maybe not,” Tilleran said. “But he came out of his coma long enough to throw you that bat’leth–”

“That was stuck in him,” J’hana reminded her.

“That was stuck in him, that ended up saving you. So, if there was any doubt before that Dwanok had a place in Sto’vo’kor, there isn’t anymore.”

“You may be right,” J’hana said. “Regardless, we must complete the burial process.”

“Except we have no idea how the Klingons do that,” Tilleran said. “Shame the groundskeeper left after he dropped that boulder on top of Dwanok’s grave. He seemed in quite a hurry.”

“He wished to avoid dishonor. I cannot fault him for that.” J’hana searched the inscriptions on the glyph, scanning it for some sign of Dwanok, some impression of the man he’d been. But all he saw were a few brief mentions of his honorable combat, all during the years of his youth, before he knew her.

J’hana didn’t even know he had a wife, until the Explorer had returned from Dominion space with a comatose Dwanok in tow.

“I think, whatever the ritual is, it doesn’t apply here,” Tilleran said, finally. “I think you’ve honored Dwanok incredibly. You fought to save his life, overcame incredible odds, and almost succeeded.” J’hana audibly gritted her teeth when Tilleran said “almost.” “The point is, J’hana, this ceremony is more for you than for Dwanok. It’s for you to say goodbye.”

J’hana looked at Tilleran long and hard, then turned to look at the boulder. “P’chaath,” she said softly.

With that, she turned and walked away from Dwanok’s grave.

“What did you say?” Tilleran asked, following J’hana.

“It is Andorian. There is no translation. It does not, however, mean goodbye.”



THE END.



NEXT:



Mirk and Hartley have been waiting over a year to get married. Careful planning has gone into making sure the day goes off without a hitch. Of course, wouldn’t you just know, there are some forces at work that will ensure everything does not go smoothly.




Whom Gods Betroth



Her voice was soft, calming, cloying, crisp and delicate.

She whispered in his ear like a siren, cooing a strange, foreign, ancient melody.

“Mirk,” she said. “You’re wasting your time. Give up, before it’s too late, and join me. Let me make you mine, little boy…”

He walked, through panel after panel of sheer curtain. He felt breeze waft over his face, smelled rosy perfume, heard the clank of an old, bluesy piano.

And then he felt a knee in his back.



Mirk shot bolt upright in bed, and did so with the realization that there was a knee sticking in his back. This wasn’t unusual. He always woke up with Lt. Commander Megan Hartley’s knee in his back. This didn’t mean it wasn’t annoying, but it was one of those things that went along with a romantic relationship that one stomached, because everything else was just so damn good.

Mirk rolled over, rubbing the sore spot on his back that Hartley had ground in with her knee throughout the night. “Morning, kiwi,” he said softly.

Hartley didn’t open her eyes. “It’s very early, and you’re talking. Any particular reason?”

“Because it’s time to get up. And because I had the wierdest dream last night…”

“Want to tell Auntie Megan about it?”

“No,” Mirk said quickly. “Um, aren’t you supposed to be at work?”

“Check again. I have the day off, remember?”

“Oh.”

“You know, I figured it would be easier to….oh, get married and whatnot, if I wasn’t having to align the phase recouplers and sync the gravity nets.”

“Good that you planned ahead.”

“I planned everything. We’re damned good and ready to get married, if I do say so myself.”

“Hey, I did some of the planning. I wrote my vows.”

Hartley opened her eyes, then narrowed them at Mirk. “Yes. I seem to remember seeing you up late the other night hurriedly copying some passages from one of your Maloxian texts. You are NOT to pour grapefruit juice on me.”

“Of course I won’t,” Mirk said, swinging his legs out of bed and sitting up. “But someone else willl,” he said under his breath.

Hartley leaned up. “So why are you getting up?”

“Oh, things to do and…things to do, I guess.”

“You didn’t get anyone to cover the bar for you, did you?”

“Well, we’re having the reception in the bar. So, you know, I’ll be there. And the rest of the day…well, nobody wants to get drunk during dayshift…except, of course, Ensign Carswell, and that’s only because he’s a syntheholic.”

“So, that again brings us to…where are you going?”

Mirk leaned down and kissed Hartley on the forehead. “Are you going to be this nosey when we’re married?”

“Mm-mm,” she replied, stretching her arms out tiredly. “I’m going to be even nosier.”

“I look forward to it,” Mirk said, and walked out of their quarters.

Hartley watched him go, and yawned. “Why is it,” she said to herself, “that I feel like I never quite get the whole picture with him? Hmm…maybe that’s why I love him so much. He never fails to surprise me…”



Mirk took the turbolift two decks down to Supply Closet 213 on Deck 11. He punched in his secret access code and slipped inside, then let the doors close behind him.

“Computer: lights,” he ordered, and the lights came up dim in the cramped room.

Before him stood a makeshift altar, really just a little modular workstation he’d pulled the electronic guts out of. Atop this little half-meter squared platform stood three bottles of annointed fruit juice. Below, a stack of fruits as old, perhaps, as Maloxitarianism itself. Petrified papaya, moldy melons, and the like. Kind of stinky.

Next to the altar, a stack of books Captain Baxter had ordered removed from the ship. Mirk, though, had managed to bribe the cargo technician with a few cases of Circassian scotch, and so protected the foundations of Maloxian religion. It wasn’t enough to have the books on file in the ship’s computer. He had to have the books themselves.

Mirk knelt before the altar, removed the tops from the bottles of juice, and flipped open the book at the top of the stack, tracing passages with his finger.

He read aloud: “Fruity-fruity melons of the morning, please grant me the strength to persist this day as I have so many others, and protect me and my future bride as we ride the delicious sweet nectar of life to its ultimate conclusion, where, in all the wisdom of all fruit- kind, may we find our everlasting peace. Amen.”



“You wanted to see me, Captain?” Lt. J’hana said, stepping into Captain Baxter’s readyroom.

“Yes, Lieutenant,” Baxter said, gesturing to the seat across from his desk. “Have a seat.”

“Did you try the muffins at Janice’s this morning?” J’hana asked, as she sat down. “They were fabulous.”

“There was a slug in mine,” Baxter groaned.

J’hana nodded. “That was the fabulous part.”

Grimacing, Baxter folded his hands on top of his desk and looked at J’hana. “Look, Lieutenant, I’ll get right to the point. I wanted to give you some time to get settled in before we sat and talked about your little…Klingon incident…but now I think it’s time we finally settled up.”

J’hana nodded. “I suppose Starfleet will want to give me a medal or somesuch…”

“Vansen wanted you court-martialed.”

“Heh,” J’hana chuckled. “I hope you set her straight, Captain.”

“Inasmuch as I protested the entire time she contacted the Judge Advocate General’s office, yes,” Baxter said weakly. “But, nevertheless, your career in Starfleet would be over if not for one thing.”

J’hana settled back in her chair a bit. “Hmm?”

“The Klingon Ambassador.”

“The who?”

Baxter looked at his desktop terminal. Gulped. “A Mister Worf.”

J’hana smiled. “Ahhh. Worf.”

“You know him?”

“Only by reputation. And that time we bumped into him at that conference two years ago.”

Baxter scratched his head. “Your memory is better than mine, Lieutenant. Anyway, apparently Worf was so impressed by your heroics in trying to save Dwanok that he coerced the Judge Advocate General’s office into dropping the charges against you.”

“Charges?” J’hana still didn’t seem interested in the conversation. She seemed…mellow.

“You know…murder.”

“Oh, right. You can only kill people under certain circumstances in the Federation. I keep forgetting.”

“Andor is IN the Federation. You should know this!”

“I hope your realize we Andorians have always seen fit to…steer around that particular little ‘no killing’ thing. We believe killing is a free, artistic, very human expression.”

Baxter shifted uncomfortably in his chair. “A naughty note from the JAG will be appearing in your personnel file.”

“Anything else?” J’hana asked.

Baxter looked at his terminal. “You’re out of vacation days.”

“No problem,” she said, and stood up. “Hm. Maybe I’ll kill Lieutenant Sefelt. He looked at me funny when I walked in here.” And she walked out.

Baxter stared down at his desk. “Please be kidding, J’hana. Please, please be kidding.”

“Captain?” A head appeared in his doorway, one Bradley Dillon, President of the United Federation of Planets.

Baxter sat bolt upright. “Mister President!”

“Not busy, I hope?”

“Sure, of course not,” Baxter said, and stood. “Come on. Sit down, or whatever.”

Bradley walked in and sat on Baxter’s couch. “Comfy.”

“Thanks.” Baxter walked over to the replicator. “Tea. Orange Pekoe. Hot.” He looked at Bradley . “Can I get you anything?”

“Yes. One mysterious alien race, please.”

Baxter nodded. “Computer, one myst…” He looked back at Bradley . “Pardon?”

“The Bast.” Bradley ’s eyes widened. “It’s time to begin our search for them in earnest.”

“We’re only one day out of Federation space,” Baxter said, pulling his tea out of the replicator slot and walking back to his desk. “You told me the Bast were somewhere out in deep space.”

“You have to understand, Captain,” Bradley said, leaning forward. “I never went to the Bast homeworld. I don’t even know if they have one. They’re largely nomadic. They wander in large concentrations of ships that have been built for extended voyages. And when I say extended, I mean hundreds of years.”

“Shouldn’t be a problem to find one of these ship groups,” Baxter said. “Put Tilleran and Stellar Cartography on it. See if we can’t…”

“It’s not going to be that easy,” Bradley said. “You see, I’m not even sure what the Bast ships look like. Or their people for that matter.”

“Didn’t you do business with them?”

“Under sensors blackout, with only audio contact. They’re very secretive. They don’t like dealing with other races, and believe me when I tell you that it took some doing to arrange to buy their technology, and that I only managed to get that technology from a radical fringe group.”

“This is all finally starting to make some sense,” Baxter said. “You’re not marked for death because you never paid the bill. You’re marked for death because you got in with the wrong crowd of Bast.”

“I’m not at liberty to go into the details with you, Captain. I’ll give you information if and when you need it.” Bradley stood. “For now, we should investigate a planet in the Dulcet system, in Sector 74890. They arranged my first meeting with the Bast and may be able to steer us in the right direction.”

“Dulcet. That’s a ways away.”

“I believe the Bast are even farther away. One of the reasons I picked your ship for this assignment is because your people have so much experience operating far from Starfleet Command.”

“You’ve got a point there, I guess,” Baxter sighed, then tapped his combadge. “Baxter to bridge.”

“Bridge. Madera here.”

“Lieutenant, make course for the Dulcet system. Warp seven.”

“Aye, sir.” There was a pause. “At that rate, we should get there in a little over ten days.”

“Very good. The mission shouldn’t interfere with the wedding, then. Maintain course. Baxter out.”

Bradley got up from the couch and crossed in front of Baxter’s desk. “Wedding?”

Baxter looked up from his terminal, as if he were surprised the President was still there.

“Chief Engineer Hartley, and Mister Mirk, our Ship’s Lounge Manager, are getting married today.”

Bradley nodded. “Ahh. Good for them. Someone always seems to be getting married when I come aboard. It seems like just yesterday that I presided over the marriage of you and the good Counselor Peterman.”

“We’ve been married for more than three years,” Baxter corrected.

“I see. Still going strong?”

“Of course it is!” Baxter said.

“Hmm. Fascinating,” Bradley said, and walked out of the readyroom

“What’s that supposed to mean!” Baxter called after the president.



“So, it all comes down to this,” Hartley sighed, staring down at her feet.

“Open-toed or closed-toed?,” Yeoman James Briggs said firmly.

Counselor Peterman, Doctor Janice Browning, and Lt. Commander Ariel Tilleran surrounded Hartley, staring at her feet, looking on with intense interest. Peterman curled baby Steffie against her shoulder. Browning munched on a muffin.

“Mmph…I think the closed-toed shoes make your feet look smaller.”

“And goodness knows you need that, Megan.”

Tilleran glared at Peterman.

“Well she does!”

Hartley sighed. “Fine. Closed it is.” She glared at the other women. “And closed-toed shoes for all the ladies, as well.”

“Not that it’ll matter, in your case,” Tilleran said, as Briggs went to replicate the footwear. “Your gown will cover your feet.”

“Oh, no it won’t,” Hartley said. “I decided on the short dress last night at oh-two hundred.”

“And you didn’t inform the maid of honor!” Peterman shrieked. “Egads, woman! What are you trying to do, give me a stroke?”

“Yes,” Hartley grinned. “Has it worked?”

Browning held two fingers to Peterman’s neck. “Nope. But I’ll let you know when.”

“I feel distinctly like I’m losing control of this situation,” Peterman said. “This is supposed to be a happy time for you and Mirk, Megan…and I should be coordinating it!”

Hartley put her hands on Peterman’s shoulders. “Relax, and breathe, Kelly. You’re going to be fine. The wedding’s going to be fine. My dress is going to look great. Mirk told me so himself when he saw me in it last night.”

“He SAW you in it!” Peterman gasped. Browning and Tilleran did likewise.

“Yeah. Is that bad?”

“Um, yeah,” Tilleran said. “I’m from a planet where they don’t even wear clothing for the ceremony, and even I know that.”

“What, it’s bad luck or something?”

“Yes!” Peterman said. “He shouldn’t see you at all on your wedding day.”

“We woke up together.”

“Well, I’m putting a stop to that right now.” Peterman clamped down on Hartley’s wrist and dragged her toward the doorway. “You’re spending the rest of the day in my quarters and that’s that!”

“I hope you mean your quarters as in where you live, and not as in where you keep your pets…” Hartley moaned as Peterman dragged her away.

“God help us all,” Browning said, sharing a grin with Tilleran as the two left Briggs’s.

“I’d better go up to the bridge and check on J’hana,” Tilleran said. “She’s still a little shaken, you know, about Dwanok.”

“I’ve hardly noticed. She looked downright relaxed this morning.”

“It’s all a smokescreen.”

“Well, good luck,” Browning said, waving to Tilleran as she walked back to her restaurant.



Tilleran arrived on the bridge just in time to see Richards and Baxter come out of the readyroom and walk over to the command area to join Lt. Commander Vansen. She smiled at J’hana and went over to her station, ordering Ensign Koltz over to Auxiliary Engineering/Environment, on the other side of the bridge.

“Status,” Baxter said, as Vansen laboriously got up and moved over to her seat.

“We’re still on course for the Dulcet system. Holding steady at Warp Seven, all systems are functioning normally, and you’re a big, obnoxious imbecile. That’s about all.”

“Very…good,” Baxter said. He looked at Richards. “Guess all we have to do is make ready for the festivities.”

“Oh,” Vansen said. “Not that I care, but…how was the bachelor party?”

Baxter looked at Richards, who looked blankly back.

“Bachelor what?” Richards asked.

Vansen rolled her eyes. “You gave Mirk a bachelor party, right?”

“Maybe,” Baxter said. “It depends on what that is.”

“You know, a big bash to give the groom one more big night of debauchery before he gets married. A way for him to blow off steam so that he’s prepared for his eternal wedded bliss or whatever.”

Baxter rubbed his chin. “Hmm. Sounds like fun. Wish I’d had one.”

“I had no idea,” Richards said.

“Well, it’s too late now. The wedding’s in less than six hours. Not nearly enough time.”

“She’s right,” Baxter said.

“Besides, Sam never had a bachelor party before he married me, and it didn’t seem to hurt anything. Of course, we ARE divorced now, but, who’s really counting?”

“Holodeck,” Baxter said, standing. “Now!”

“Right,” Richards said, and followed Baxter to the foreward turbolift.

Vansen scooted back into the command chair, then leaned back and smiled. “Beautiful.”



“Commander, I’m a little busy. I have to supervise the unloading of over forty pounds of crab dip!” Mirk protested, pulling his dinner jacket on as Richards dragged him by the arm down the corridor.

“The captain and I have an important assignment for you.”

“I’m not in Starfleet!”

“Still, you’re part of this crew. You have certain…obligations.”

Mirk glared at Richards as he was brought in front of a large set of doors that, he knew, lead into Holodeck Three. “What kind of obligations?”

Richards hit a control on the door, and it obediently slid open.

“To get down and boogie!” Captain Baxter called from inside the dimly lit room as Richards shoved Mirk in.

Suddenly, multiple beams of red, green, and blue lights went up and criss-crossed all over the dim room, and Mirk found himself in the middle of a crowd of strange men he didn’t recognize, all of which were looking up at the stage. When Mirk looked up at the stage, he covered his face.

A barely-clothed Orion slavegirl was swinging around a metal pole, wrapping her legs around it and sliding up and down.

“You brought me to a strip club,” Mirk sighed.

“Not just any strip club,” Baxter said, walking up to him. The captain was holding a large glass filled with thick yellow liquid, a little umbrella, and two curly straws. “This is a recreation of the Antares Club. The best Men’s Only nightspot in the quadrant.”

Mirk turned for the door. “I have a lot to do, Captain. It’s a nice sentiment, but…”

Richards blocked his exit. “This is a Terran wedding tradition, Mirk. You have to at least give it a try.”

“Why?”

“Because, Megan is from Earth, and you should respect her culture.”

“I’m sure she begged you two to take me to a strip club on my wedding day.”

Baxter sucked from his glass. “Mmm. Pina colada. Look, Mirk, this actually should have been done on the night before your wedding. But Chris and I kind of dropped the ball on that, and we’re trying to make it up to you.”

“But I don’t need to be at a strip club. Today is supposed to be a romantic, special occasion. Not a time for cheap…” He glanced over at the stage, and the Orion slavegirl. “Oh my, did she just douse herself in bourbon?”

“I think it’s Romulan ale,” Richards said, patting Mirk on the back.

“Well,” Mirk said. “I guess it wouldn’t hurt to have a drink and watch the show for a little bit.”

“That’s a boy,” Baxter said. “Bartender, another pina colada!”



“I wonder what Andy’s doing right now,” Counselor Peterman said, adjusting the magna-locks on Steffie’s fresh diaper and lifting her into her arms. She walked out of the bedroom of her and Baxter’s quarters, where Lt. Commander Hartley was waiting, in her teal off-duty slacks and t-shirt, looking around, looking apprehensive.

“Oh. I’m sure it’s official ship’s…stuff.”

“Can I get you anything?” Peterman asked as she reached into a drawer and pulled out a tiny, lacey white dress for Steffie.

“Nope,” Hartley said, shifting from foot to foot. “I’m a-ok.”

“You seem nervous,” Peterman said, sitting down on the couch, with Steffie on her lap, and pulling the little dress on her daughter.

Hartley looked around. “It’s just…I’ve never hung out in your quarters before.”

“You’ve been here plenty of times. To pick up Charlie. Isn’t that right, booty boy?” she asked, cooing to the golden retriever who, upon hearing his name spoken, ambled over so Peterman could rub his head. “Yes, you’re a good boy. Yessir!”

“Um, I hate to spoil a family moment, but why did you want to talk to me again?”

“To make sure nothing goes afoul today.”

“Afoul? Is that a word?”

“Yes.” Peterman stood up, placing Steffie into her high-chair. “There are certain things that have to happen at a wedding. And as your maid of honor, I need to make sure these things go smoothly.”

“Things…like what?”

“Well, first of all, the groom can’t see the bride before the wedding.”

“Why not?”

“It’s just bad, okay? Trust me on this one.”

Hartley stared at the ceiling. “Fine. What else?”

“We need to work on your walk, for when you go down the aisle.”

Hartley looked down at her feet. “My…walk?”

“Yes.” Peterman walked up to Hartley, placed her hands on the engineer’s shoulders. “Your walk is a little…stiff. A little…manly.”

“It is NOT!”

“You don’t walk…you swagger. And that’s fine for when you’re crawling through Jefferies tubes fixing things. But when you walk down that aisle, you need to do it with grace and poise. Here, watch me.” Peterman gently tossed her hair behind her shoulder and walked over to the other end of her quarters. She smiled regally and let her hands fall easily to her side. Then she took slow, measured steps, continually smiling, looking ahead at Hartley, one foot in front of the other, almost as if she were drifting. “There. Now you try.”

“You looked like an idiot. I’m not in a Federation Day Parade, for Pete’s sake.”

“MARCH!” Peterman faily shouted, and Steffie giggled impishly in response.

“Okay, okay,” Hartley said, and walked over to the other end of Peterman’s quarters. She grunted something under her breath, then walked toward Peterman. “There.”

Peterman grabbed Hartley’s hands. “Damn it, Megan, you have to swing your arms when you walk! And one foot IN FRONT of the other, not BESIDE!”

“I wonder if Tilleran would mind being my Maid of Honor,” Hartley muttered.

“Sefelt to Peterman.”

Peterman let out an exasperated breath. “What?”

“I thought you’d like to know that the Captain, Commander Richards, and Mister Mirk have accessed Holodeck Three.”

“Are you monitoring them?”

“Yes, Counselor. I think you’d better get down there.”

“Good work, Mister Sefelt. We’ll double your counseling appointments this week. Keep me posted.” Peterman looked at Hartley. “Megan, I want you to go back to your quarters and practice your walk. And do not, under any circumstances, answer the door for anyone but me. Understand?”

“Sure, sure, whatever you say,” Hartley grinned, and then sauntered out of Peterman’s quarters, just as prim and properly as Peterman had walked. “See, I’m getting the hang of it!”

“Way to go, Megan!” Peterman said, then bolted out of her quarters in the opposite direction, headed for the holodecks. She turned back for her quarters when she realized she’d forgotten Steffie.



“‘Way to go, Megan,’” Hartley mocked to herself as she strolled down the corridor toward Main Engineering. “What a load of crap. Kelly can keep her walk. My walk hasn’t let me down yet, and I’m going to keep it.”

“What’s that, Commander?” Ensign Ryan Stuart asked as Hartley walked into Engineering.

“Nothing,” she said.

“Aren’t you off today?” he asked.

“I just wanted to drop by and make sure everything’s okay.”

“Commander,” Stuart said, leaning on the Master Systems Display. “You’ve been Chief Engineer for over a year now, and you haven’t taken one vacation day since. Why don’t you just focus on your wedding today?”

“There’ll be plenty of time for that when I’m on my honeymoon,” Hartley said. “For now, I’d like to check on those plasma injectors. They looked a little funny yesterday.”

“They’re fine.”

“Let me be the judge of that.”

“Aren’t you getting married in like five hours?”

“Four and a half,” Hartley said, ducking into the port Jefferies tube access hatch.



“Lick! Lick! Lick!” Richards and Baxter chanted as Mirk sipped Romulan ale off the stomach the Orion slavegirl, whose name, he’d found out, was Liarta. The Anatares Club had been emptied of its other occupants, and now was only populated by Baxter, Richards, Mirk, and an Ensign Carswell, who insisted he was a friend of Mirk’s, then promptly headed to the back part of the strip club and got tanked on Andorian fwarz-sharshers.

“LICK LICK LICK!” Baxter and Richards continued to chant as Mirk slathered the Orion slavegirls belly.

“Wait,” Mirk said, leaning his head up. “I think I got some lint in my mouth!”

“Keep licking, boy!” Baxter said. “That’s an order!”

“Stand down!” a voice called from the door to the holodeck, from which glaring bright light poured in.

Mirk, Richards, and Baxter covered their eyes and blinked at the silhouette standing in the corridor.

“Kelly?” Baxter asked weakly.

“Lights on full!”

“Hey,” Liarta said, leaning up on her elbows.

“Computer. Delete program,” Peterman announced. Suddenly, Liarta, and the surrounding strip club, dematerialized, leaving the group standing in the midst of an orange-on-black grid.

Mirk, for his part, fell on his face, hitting the ground with a thud.

“You all should be ashamed of yourselves!” Peterman said, cuddling Steffie in the crook of her arms. She looked at Baxter. “Especially you, Mister!”

“What did I do?” Baxter asked, scratching his head, doing his best to look innocent.

Peterman leaned down and lifted Mirk up by the arm. “Bringing this innocent Maloxian into a den of vile, disgusting perversion on his wedding day. It defies all wedding traditions!”

“Actually,” Richards broke in. “It IS a wedding tradition.”

“You shut up!” Peterman ordered.

“We just thought we’d show Mirk a good time,” Baxter said, as Mirk looked around dizzily. “You know, before he ties the old ‘knot.’”

“Oh, so do you think you’d have benefitted from something like this before YOUR wedding, Andy?” Peterman asked, her face going quickly from angry to vulnerable. “Is this what you wanted?”

Baxter stared at his feet. “Well…no.”

“So why are you subjecting Mirk to it?”

Baxter and Richards looked at each other. Richards shrugged. “Because, we thought it’d be fun,” he said.

“Well, you’ve all had enough fun for one day. It’s time for marrying. Mirk, you can go get dressed in mine and Andy’s quarters. You can’t see Megan till the wedding.”

“Your…quarters?” Mirk said reluctantly.

“Yes,” Peterman said. “And, Mirk, have you even bothered to figure out who’s going to be your best man?”

“My…what?”

Peterman sighed. “The man who stands next to you and hands you the ring, during the ceremony.”

“Ring?”

“I see we have a lot of work to do,” Peterman said, grabbing Mirk by the hand and dragging him toward the holodeck exit. “Oh, and Chris…” she called over her shoulder. “Congratulations. You’re the best man.”

“I am?”

Baxter stood alone in the holodeck with Richards.

“Well,” he said. “I hope you’re happy. Look at the trouble you got us into.”

“Me?”

“It wasn’t my idea.”

“No,” Richards grumbled. “It was Vansen’s. It’s all her fault.”

“Yes,” Baxter said, his face brightening. “It’s all Vansen’s fault.”

“I don’t know about you, but I feel better,” Richards said. “Want to go shoot a game of domjat before the wedding?”

“After you,” Baxter smiled.



Two hours later, Mirk found himself standing in Baxter’s bedroom, feeling very awkward, staring at himself in the full-length mirror.

“You did an excellent job, James,” Peterman said to Yeoman Briggs, as he knelt in front of Mirk, checking the inseam on the Maloxian’s crotch.

“I had an excellent subject to work with,” James said with a grin, as he slid his fingers up and down the inseam. “Just have to make a few more adjustments…”

“Thanks for the compliment, Mister Briggs,” Mirk said, swallowing hard. “But do you have to keep…grabbing…”

“It’s for the measurements!” Briggs snapped, then returned to his work.

Mirk looked down. “But you’ve been making adjustments down there for like…half an hour.”

“Trust him, Mirk,” Peterman said, putting a hand on Mirk’s shoulder. “He knows what he’s doing.”

“Well…okay.” Mirk studied himself in the full-length mirror. The suit was a deep purple hue, with wide lapels, as was his preference. It was like many of the suits he wore when he presided over his bar, only the material was fancier, silky, with an ornate, multilayered white bowtie and a frilly white dress shirt beneath the purple jacket.

“There. Done!” Briggs said, giggling with glee. “You make a beautiful groom, Mister Mirk,” he said. “Good luck out there! I’ll be watching!”

“Um…thanks,” Mirk said, as Briggs grabbed his tailoring kit and ducked out of the bedroom, and out of the Baxter quarters.

“Why don’t you go wait outside while I get dressed,” Peterman said, gently ushering Mirk out of the bedroom. “Maybe you can watch something on the holovision.”

“You just want me to…hang out here?”

“Yes. And if Steffie starts crying, would you mind giving her a bottle? Thanks! I should only be an hour or so!”

Mirk stood out in the middle of Baxter and Peterman’s living room as the counselor ducked back into the bedroom.

“Well…this is awkward.”

Suddenly he heard Stefanie wailing from her bedroom, at the other end of the cabin.

He frowned as he walked over to the baby’s duffle bag and grabbed a bottle of milk. “Correction. THIS is awkward.”



“I refuse to wear that,” J’hana said flatly, standing in Tilleran’s quarters, as the Betazoid twirled in her frilly purple bridesmaid dress, with the layers and layers of taffeta, and the low-cut top with swirling spaghetti straps.

Tilleran stopped twirling.. “I knew you’d resist, initially, but I think you’ll find…”

“It’s ridiculous and effeminate. There’s nowhere to put my ceremonial blade!”

“Why do you need a blade for a wedding?”

“The question is, why WOULDN’T you need a blade for a wedding?”

“J’hana, I love you, but sometimes you make no sense.”

“I will not wear that dress.”

“Well, then you can’t be a bridesmaid.”

J’hana crossed her arms. “Fine. Then I won’t be a bridesmaid.”

Tilleran rubbed her chin. “So where in the Fifth House are we going to find a replacement on such short notice?”



“You can forget about it,” Vansen said, crossing the Explorer’s bridge, checking over the readings at the tactical console. “You seem to have confused me with someone who gives a damn about the personal lives of this crew.”

“But this is Hartley’s wedding,” Tilleran said, following Vansen, trying not to trip on the folds of her dress. “You like her!”

Vansen stopped, looked at Tilleran. “I don’t hate her as much as the rest of you, true.”

“And how better to express that lack of hate then to be her bridesmaid?”

“You don’t seem to understand, Commander. You see, I just don’t care about any of you. Got it?”

“Do you know how much it would irritate Counselor Peterman if you were part of the wedding party?”

Vansen stepped down to the command center, then turned back toward Tilleran. “Irritate, you say?”

“Oh, it would ruin her day.”

“I’m a size six. Go get me a dress.”

“Right away!” Tilleran said, stumbling into the turbolift. She accidently stepped on the bottom ruffle of her dress, and ended up slamming into the turbolift wall. “Sickbay,” she mumbled, in a heap, as the doors closed.

“This is turning out to be a great day,” Vansen said to herself, as she sat back down in the command chair.



“Honey, I’m home,” Baxter said, walking into his quarters. He looked around. The place was empty. “Kelly?”

Mirk stepped out of Steffie’s room, holding the cooing baby in his arm, with a bottle propped in her mouth. “Hi, Captain. She went down to find Megan.”

Baxter nodded. “I see. Thanks for looking after Steffie.”

“No problem. She stopped crying as soon as I gave her the bottle.”

Baxter raised an eyebrow. “Really? She didn’t put up any resistance?”

“No. Why do you ask?”

“Um. No reason,” Baxter said. “Nice tux. Better get my dress uniform.”

Mirk held Steffie and watched reluctantly as Baxter headed into the bedroom. A few minutes later, Baxter ducked his head out. “Mirk…have you seen my ceremonial belt?”

“Counselor Peterman had it destroyed.”

“Damn her!”

“Maybe Yeoman Briggs can make you a new one.”

Baxter shook his head. “Nope. He’s no longer allowed to do anything anywhere near my waist. I’ll just grab one of my backup belts.”

“Um…” Mirk said, as Baxter disappeared back into his bedroom.



Peterman stopped in her tracks as soon as she reached Engineering. She hadn’t had any difficulty jogging down the corridor, even in her frilly dress. But she’d stopped cold when she saw Hartley crawling out of the Jefferies tube.

“Megan!” she shrieked.

“I tried to stop her,” Ensign Stuart said weakly.

“There, all done,” Hartley said, slapping her greasy hands together. She was covered from head to toe in grease, sweat, and dirt. “Those were some nasty injectors. They’re all nice and clean now, though!”

“I would be dragging you out of here, if I wasn’t scared to death of getting this dress dirty,” Peterman mumbled. “Mister Stuart, take Lieutenant Commander Hartley and follow me.”

“Um…” Stuart gulped. “Take…her?”

“We’re going to her quarters, and we’re going to bathe her and get her ready. Now move. Time is of the essence!”

“Um, Commander, please come with me,” Stuart said in a soft voice.

“You’ll have to do better than that,” Hartley grinned.



“Get in that shower, Megan!”

“Can’t you do this, Counselor?” Stuart grunted, as Hartley writhed and squirmed as he pushed her into the sonic shower in her quarters. Already, he had a bruised rib, a busted lip, and a wrenched arm.

“I don’t want to get my bridesmaid outfit messed up, Ryan! You’re her subordinate. It’s your job to make sure she’s clean!”

“Since when?”

“Stop fighting him!” Peterman told Hartley.

“Let me do things my own way!” Hartley snapped back, kicking and lashing out at Stuart as he tried to shove her in the shower.

The doors to Hartley’s quarters bleeped, and Peterman answered. “WHAT?”

“Why did you have my favorite belt destroyed?” Baxter asked, standing in the doorway in his white dress uniform, wearing a brown leather belt with a large “Dallas Cowboys” Texas-shaped belt buckle.

“Because it looked ridiculous,” Peterman said, then beamed at the belt Baxter was wearing. “But not half as ridiculous as that.”

“This is the backup belt. Guess you didn’t realize I had one of those, huh?”

“Ouch! Stop punching me! I’m trying to shampoo your hair!”

“What was that?” Baxter asked.

“Nothing!” Peterman snapped.

Baxter shouldered his way into the quarters. “I’ll be the judge of that.” He walked into the bathroom to find a half-naked Hartley wrestling a beaten and petrified-looking Stuart as he pushed her head into the doorway of the sonic shower, as its waves crashed over her.

“And you thought what I did was perverted?” Baxter said, turning and walking out of the quarters.

“I’m just trying to get her clean!” Peterman snapped. “But, what was I thinking! I should just have someone lick her clean! That’s the way you’d do it, right?”

“I never agreed to that, Counselor!” Stuart shouted from the bathroom.

Baxter shook his head. “Mirk and Hartley have no idea what they’re in for.”

“And what does that mean?” Peterman demanded as Baxter walked out.

Stuart walked by shortly thereafter. “She’s all yours, Counselor. I’ve done everything I can.”



Mirk stood at rear of the Explorer’s arboretum, framed in fruit trees and vegetation, and tropical bamboo torches that surrounded him and the altar. Behind him, stars streamed by through huge, narrow, two-storey windows as the Explorer flew through space at warp.

Lieutenant Madera, fresh from bridge duty and wearing a beautiful burgundy dress, strummed on her harp on a nearby mini- stage.

Hundreds of white folding chairs were lined up in front of Mirk, in the flat area of grass, where, until several weeks ago, a section of rainforest had been.

Unfortunately, the previous year, Jem’Hadar had infiltrated the Explorer and torched the place, decimating much of the forest while at the same time clearing out plenty of room for Mirk and Hartley’s wedding ceremony.

Mirk shifted his weight from foot to foot as Commander Richards stepped up next to him. “She should be here any minute, Mirk,” Richards said, taking his place beside the Maloxian and folding his hands behind his back. He was wearing a purple tux much like Mirk’s, except the lapels and bowtie were normal-sized, more of a classic look. Classic, except for the fact of being purple.

“I’m not antsy,” Mirk said, looking out over the growing crowd of crewmembers who were quickly taking their seats in the white folding chairs. “I don’t know why you’d think I’m antsy. I’m not.”

“Who said you were antsy?” Richards asked. “There’s nothing to be antsy about.”

“Easy for you to say. You backed out of your wedding at the last minute.”

“Thanks for reminding me.”

“No problem. I can understand your apprehension, though. This is a big commitment. Spending the rest of your life with someone.”

“Yep. Big commitment,” Richards nodded.

“Of course,” Mirk said, “when you look at the alternative…”

Richards looked at Mirk. “What alternative?”

“Spending your life alone…” Mirk shivered. “What a scary thought. Thank the Directors I don’t have to worry about that anymore.”

“Where the hell is Megan?” Richards suddenly said. “Can’t we get this thing overwith?”

DUM! DUM DUM DUM!

Madera suddenly changed her tune to the familiar wedding march, and Mirk and Richards both looked to the large pair of frosted doors behind the crowd, at the end of the long aisle that lead up to the altar. Mirk gulped.

The doors opened, and in strolled three purple-clad women, holding bouquets of…what was that? Pears and apples?

Tilleran, Browning, Vansen….

Vansen?

Richards’s eyes bugged out. “What the hell is she doing here?”

Mirk shrugged. “I don’t know. I’ve been surprisingly uninvolved in the planning process lately.”

The three women slowly strolled down the aisle and up to the altar, taking their place on Mirk’s right-hand side.

Richards winked at Browning. “Hi there.”

“Hi, Christopher,” Browning said, fumbling with her bouquet. She looked around to make sure no one was watching her, then leaned down and began nibbling on the pears and apples in her floral arrangement.

“Stop eating the bouquet,” Vansen hissed.

“What’s she doing here?” Richards whispered at Browning.

“Mmmph….dunno,” Browning said. “Can we get this thing overwith?”

“Shhhh,” Tilleran said. “The bride will be walking in any minute!”

The doors to the arboretum once again opened, as Madera continued to strum her harp.

This time, though, the person who walked in was J’hana, barely clothed, in nothing but leather and spikes.

“Wow,” Richards said softly.

J’hana, holding a pair of serated blades above her head, ran down the aisle, doing a number of complicated somersaults, vaulting through the air, landing in front of Mirk, placing both blades, criss- crossed, at his throats.

“SHETHHH’LA LAX!” she shrieked. “Are you ready to be married, you vile, heinous man?”

“Is this, uh, is this part of the ceremony?” Mirk croaked as the blades chafed at his throat.

“Not that I’m aware of,” Richards said. “Hey, J’hana. I like that outfit.”

“SILENCE!” she screamed at Richards, then flipped backwards, end over end, and quickly sat down in a seat in the third row.

She ended up sitting next to Lt. Sefelt, who scooted over a little to make room, and watched her with unchecked fear in his eyes.

“Megan should be walking in any minute,” Richards said.

“I sure as hell hope so,” Mirk said.

The doors parted once again, and this time Madera’s tune changed again. Richards recognized the melody as “Hail to the Chief.”

Bradley Dillon strolled into the room, waving at the gathered crowd, surrounded by his black-clad security personnel and his assistant, Gisele.

“Greetings from the United Federation of Planets!” he called out to the crowd. “I’m glad you’ve all come out to witness this grand spectacle! There’s nothing more beautiful than the marriage of two people who love one another. Remember, the Federation fully supports interspecies marriage!”

And with that, Bradley took a seat with his entourage in one of the rear rows.

“Was he invited?” Mirk asked Richards.

“No. I think he just recognized a good PR opportunity when he saw one.”

“Ahh.”

The doors to the arboretum had barely closed when they opened again, and Madera once again started playing the wedding march.

Captain Baxter and Counselor Peterman walked in, arm-in-arm, looking…somewhat angry. Peterman, however, had a very nice stride.

They walked down the aisle, Baxter leading Peterman to the row of bridesmaids, then taking his position at the center of the altar, with Mirk and Richards standing to his left, and the bridesmaids to his right.

Baxter looked out at the crowd and smiled. “What’s Vansen doing here?” he whispered through clenched teeth.

“Don’t ask me,” Richards whispered back.

“What the hell are you doing here?” Peterman suddenly exploded, glaring at Vansen.

“Taking part in Commander Hartley’s magical day!” Vansen replied sweetly. “Please, Counselor, don’t let your hatred of me ruin this special time for our crewmate!”

“Ooooh, I am going to get you,” Peterman seethed, as the doors to the arboretum opened again and Lt. Commander Hartley, finally, walked through, escorted by a tall, angular and lean man with rough-hewn, outdoorsman features.

“Who’s that?” Baxter whispered.

“Her dad,” Richards said, matter of factly.

“Her parents are aboard?”

“Her parents, her sister, and two brothers all came aboard when we were at Waystation,” Richards said. “See them, in the front row? You met them when they toured the ship yesterday.”

“Boy, we sure are in our own little world on this ship,” Baxter said.

“Speak for yourself,” Richards said.

Bob Hartley brought his daughter down the aisle, and Mirk beamed. She was beautiful in her knee-length white dress, with the crabapple corsage pinned to her shoulder. Her gait was especially interesting to watch: she seemed to walk much more elegantly than Mirk had ever remembered. But maybe that was just the sentiment of his wedding day talking.

Mirk grinned. It was all worth it. All the consternation of his crewmates. The in-fighting, the disagreements, the disorganization, the chaos. It all came down to this. He would be marrying Megan Hartley. They would be together forever.

Bob brought Hartley up to stand next to Mirk, then leaned in and whispered something to the Maloxian.

“If you ever hurt her, I’ll kill you. Omnipotent or not. You got me, boy?”

“Yes, Mister Hartley,” Mirk gulped.

Captain Baxter waited for Bob to return to his seat with the rest of the Hartley family and looked out upon the crowd of crewmembers. He grinned. “Ladies and Gentlemen. Since the days of the earliest sailing vessels, ship captains have always had the honor of performing the rite of marraige. Today, we are gathered here to witness the joining of Mirk and Megan Hartley in holy, wedded, matrimony. They have prepared some special vows which they would like to recite for us.” Baxter pulled a small padd out of his jacket pocket. “But, before they do that, I have some words of my own prepared.”

The entire audience collectively groaned.

“Love,” Baxter began. “Such a simple word. A deep word, filled with meaning and… meaning. Love is more than just the rubbing together of a man and woman while in bed. No, although that’s definitely fun, it’s a lot more than that.”

“Please, no…no more…” Peterman whimpered.

“No…love is about waking up next to a woman every day of your life, and seeing that she’s still there, and that she hasn’t left you yet, no matter how much of an imbecile you are.” He looked at Peterman. “Love is never having to say you’re sorry. Love is being able to belch without excusing yourself. Love is about not having anything to hide from the person you’re with.

“It’s about taking pleasure in simple things, even things like farting. Things we take for granted . Yes, even when your loved one drools and makes baby noises in bed, and humps her pillow, you still love her, and that simple, embarrassing fact changes nothing.

“Because, no matter what she does, you find you only love her more.”

Peterman leaned in toward Browning. “I don’t know if I want to hit him or kiss him.”

“Kiss him,” Browning said softly.

“Love is forever,” Baxter said, finally. “And I’m so pleased to be able to join Mirk and Megan in that love today. Now, if we may, let’s have the exchange of vows.”

Hartley and Mirk stepped in front of Baxter, their backs to the audience.

“Farting?” Hartley asked Baxter with a small smile.

“I wrote this at oh-two hundred last night. Give me a break,” Baxter said, still smiling out at the crowd. “Mirk, Megan, if you will please face each other and read your vows. The tallest one may go first.”

Hartley grinned, looked at Mirk, took his hands. “Guess that means me. Mirk,” she said, taking a long breath. “You know how much I love you. You know how I feel about you. And you know I want to be with you forever. We don’t need any special words to signify that. Because it’s understood.”

Mirk smiled back at Megan. “Megan, you are the fruit of my existence. You are the apple of my life, the red cherry of my soul, and the gleaming apricot of my heart. I want us to drink from the juice of our love forever, for all eternity, and may the Directors make it so.”

Baxter turned around, reached up to one of the many fruit trees that sprouted around the altar, and grabbed a grapefruit off one of the branches. “Waste of a damn good snack, if you ask me,” he muttered to himself, then broke the grapefruit in half, turning toward the betrothed couple.

“Mirk, Megan, may this fruit juice bond you in one hundred percent all-natural, sweet bliss, with no preservatives.” And Baxter unceremoniously squeezed both halves of grapefruit over the heads of Mirk and Hartley, letting the juice drip down on them.

“Oh, god…it burns my eyes…” Hartley groaned.

“I trust the best man and maid of honor have the rings?” Baxter asked.

“No,” Peterman said, stepping forward. “I have them both.” She looked at Richards. “Sorry, Chris. Nothing personal. I just wanted to make sure they didn’t…you know…get lost.”

“No offense taken,” Richards muttered.

Peterman handed one ring to Hartley, and the other to Mirk. “Good luck, guys,” she said quietly, then stepped back with the other bridesmaids.

Mirk took his ring and, with the other hand, took Hartley’s hand. “Although I don’t understand this particular part of the ritual, with this ring, I thee wed…” And he slipped the ring on her finger.

Her lip trembling, Hartley fingered the ring that Peterman had given her, and took Mirk’s hand in hers. “Back at you,” she said, and slipped the ring on his finger.

“Now then,” Baxter said, as Mirk and Hartley clasped each other’s hands. “At this time, should anyone believe this couple should not be joined in holy matrimony, speak now or forever hold your peace.”

Mirk and Hartley looked around.

“Why did we add this part in again?” Hartley asked under her breath.

“Don’t ask me,” Mirk said. “I thought you wanted it.”

Baxter looked out at the audience. “Good. So, without any further delay, I now pronounce you man and…”

“Objection, sweetie!”

Hartley whirled angrily. “And just WHO THE HELL SAID THAT?”

“Not hell, but a good guess,” the compactly-built, lean, strikingly beautiful blonde woman said, strolling down the aisle toward Mirk and Hartley. She wore a delicious sequined evening gown and high heels, and her whorls of glistening blond hair fell in piles about her shoulders. She wore a diamond tiarra and matching necklace. Every man in the audience gasped collectively.

“Gabrielle,” Mirk growled.

“Keefler to the Captain!” came the bleep of Baxter’s combadge. “Captain, sorry to interrupt the wedding, but we have a….something big…of the port bow!”

“Thanks for noticing,” Baxter said slowly, looking on, stunned.

“You’re wasting your time with this pathetic ceremony, Mirk!” Gabrielle, the Goddess, said, stepping toward Mirk. “Come with me. Take advantage of your limitless power!”

“You’ll have to go through me to get to him!” Hartley shouted, stepping between Mirk and Gabby.

“Not a problem,” Gabby said, and with a wave of her hand sent Hartley flying off the altar and into a strawberry patch. “Now then, Mirk, it’s time for our honeymoon!” She took Mirk’s arm, and the two disappeared in a whirl of golden colors.

“Um…” Captain Baxter said, looking around at the crowd who had gotten out of their seats, mumbling to themselves, as Peterman and Browning raced to Hartley’s side. “I believe there’s a reception in the Constellation Club.”



“So…do you like to play games?” The half-Founder asked the two month old Jem’Hadar pacifist, as they sat huddled around the crib of the captain’s baby.

Chaka’kan observed Plato with a skeptical eye. “What…kind of games?”

“You know, like hide and seek? Or carascat? Or penobscotch?”

“I am not familiar with those games.”

“Twenty questions?”

“Ah, yes. I am familiar with that one.”

“Okay. Here goes. What am I?”

“The half-Founder offspring of the ship’s cook?”

Plato laughed. “No, no. You gotta ask me twenty questions. Start with animal, vegetable, or mineral.”

“You are not a vegetable, or a mineral.”

“It’s not what I am…it’s what I’m pretending to be.”

“Are you deceiving me?”

“No. It’s a game!”

“I do not understand.”

Plato sighed. “Hey…I think it’s time to change Steffie again.”

“We just changed her.”

“Well, I think she needs to be changed again. Hey,” he said, looking at Chaka. “Do you feel like we’re being left out of something?”

“The joining ritual of the human and Maloxian? I do not see how it has any bearing on my mission here.”

Plato shrugged. “You have a misson?”

“Indeed. I am supposed to learn more about human interaction and bring that information back to the Founders.”

“Sounds like you’d have learned a lot from going to the wedding.”

“Alas, I was asked by your captain to babysit. I got the feeling I did not have the option of saying no.”

“Chaka, the first thing you have to learn about being on this ship is that you’re always free to say no to Uncle Andy.”

Chaka nodded. “I understand.”

Suddenly the lighting in Steffie’s room went dim, and was replaced by glowing red lights.

“All hands, this is your captain speaking,” Baxter’s voice came over the comm. “We are currently under attack by an omnipotent entity. Please stay in your quarters and don’t talk to any strange blonde women you may run across! That is all.”

“We should go see if Uncle Andy needs help,” Plato said.

“Negative,” Chaka replied. “We must stay and protect the child.”

“We always miss out on the fun,” Plato pouted.



“Good job inciting the crew to panic, Captain,” Vansen quipped as the bridge crew squeezed out of the aft turbolift and onto the bridge.

“Get me out of here! I can’t breathe!” Lt. Sefelt croaked, crawling out on hands and knees. “Taffeta…all that taffeta…’

Vansen, Hartley, Peterman, J’hana, Baxter, Richards, Tilleran, and Madera all emerged from the turbolift, in a wave of bustling purple taffeta. Browning had taken Hartley’s family to Space Tastes to have a bite to eat and hide until the crisis was over.

“Whose elbow was stuck in my butt that whole time?” Madera asked, as she walked over to the helm, and as she and Sefelt relieved the backup conn and ops officers.

“My apologies; what a horrible accident,” J’hana said, swinging behind the tactical console. “Permission to wear leather on the bridge more often, Captain.”

“Vehemently denied, Lieutenant,” Baxter snapped, walking toward the center of the bridge, where Richards, Vansen, and Peterman joined him. Richards was sandwiched between the immense folds of Vansen and Peterman’s dresses. Hartley, for her part, limped over to the engineering station.

“Diverting emergency power to weapons and shields,” she said. “Let’s blow that bitch to kingdom come.”

“That ‘bitch,’” Vansen said, “is omnipotent.”

“We don’t even know what we’re dealing with yet,” Baxter said. “But J’hana, stand by on weapons and shields. Tilleran…get me a visual. And some scans.”

“Right,” Tilleran said, sitting down behind the science station, squeezing the folds of her dress under the console. Moments later, the viewscreen was filled with an expansive, silver cloud of gas that seemed to thrum and pulsate with pure white-hot energy.

“The Entity,” Richards said with a low whistle, squeezing out from between Peterman and Vansen. “The Goddess’ hangout.”

“I thought we got rid of that woman,” Vansen said, looking at Baxter.

“Actually, I believe she just decided to leave. I don’t think we had anything to do with it,” Baxter said.

“Scan for Mirk’s lifesigns,” Hartley told Tilleran.

“Yes,” Baxter said. “Do that.”

Tilleran frowned at her panel. “Unsurprisingly, our sensors can’t penetrate the cloud.”

“Is it moving?” Richards asked, unbuttoning the jacket of his tux.

“No,” Tilleran said, “but there does seem to be an energy build-up on the other side of the Entity.”

“What kind of build-up?” Hartley asked.

“A breach in space-time,” Tilleran said. “To some other plane of existence, if I had to guess.”

“I refuse to go to Detroit again!” Vansen said.

“She’s going to take Mirk through there!” Hartley said. “We have to stop her.”

“Any way to seal that breach?” Baxter said.

“Yes. If we had Mirk, it’d be a cinch.”

“Any non-omnipotent way of doing it?” Baxter asked.

“Yes,” Hartley said, tapping away at her station. “If we generate a powerful enough warp field, we can probably put up a barrier between the entity and the breach.”

“You’re talking about getting in the way of a being of limitless power,” Vansen said. “Is that smart? God, look who I’m asking.”

“You be quiet,” Baxter said, marching over to Engineering. “Hartley, can it be done?”

“Definitely,” Hartley said, studying her panel.

“Without destroying my ship?”

“Um…let me check.”

“Please do.”

Suddenly, the foreward turbolift door opened, and Bradley Dillon walked out, followed by his entourage.

“Secure the exits,” he told his security men, and they obediently went to stand by each door.

Baxter glared at the newcomers. “J’hana: Shoot those men if they make any attempt to interfere with us.”

“Gladly, sir.”

“Captain, I am merely here to assess the situation,” Bradley said, stepping up next to Baxter. “What is the nature of that…thing out there?”

“It’s an entity of unimaginable power. The ‘Goddess,’ as she likes to be called, or ‘Gabrielle,’ is aboard, and has taken Mirk there. We’re trying to stop her from taking Mirk to a different plane of reality.”

“And is this business as usual on the Explorer?”

Richards shrugged. “Pretty much.”

“No, I think this is a little out of the ordinary,” Baxter said. “And I’ll be glad to report all of it to you after we’re done retrieving Mr. Mirk.”

“I have a counterproposal,” Bradley said. “I’m going to stay here and observe. After all, this…disturbance…is interfering with the mission I’ve assigned to the Explorer.”

“We’ll try to pick up the pieces of Lieutenant Commander Hartley’s life as quickly as possible so that we can get you back on track, Mister President,” Baxter mumbled.

“Please see that you do,” Bradley said, either not aware of Baxter’s sarcasm or not caring.

“Sir!” Tilleran said. “The breach is growing. It’s now as wide as the Entity itself. More than 1700 kilometers wide.”

“My…God…” Richards said.



“Or Goddess,” Baxter said. “As the case may be.”

“The Entity’s moving,” Tilleran announced. “Right toward that breach.”

Baxter whirled toward Engineering. “What about that warp shell, Hartley?”

“Almost got it,” Hartley said, frantically tapping on her panel.

“Lieutenant Madera,” Baxter said, stepping toward the helm, resting his hand on Madera’s chair. “Move us into position between the Entity and that breach!”

“Captain, respectfully submit that you’re an idiot,” Vansen said, walking up next to Baxter. “You’re risking this whole ship on one crewmember!”

“Commander, the needs of the…hell, why waste my breath,” Baxter said. “Madera: Go!”

“Warp shell ready,” Hartley said. “I don’t think it’ll destroy the ship.”

Baxter nodded. “Then by all means, initiate when we get into position.”

“Captain,” Bradley Dillon said.

“Not now, Mister President. We have stuff to do.”

“I believe I am somewhat higher than you on the chain of command.”

“You’re not in Starfleet.”

“I am the Commander in Chief!”

Baxter looked over his shoulder at Vansen. “That right?”

“He does have authority over the Federation’s armed forces.”

“I’ll have to remember that. Madera?”

“We’re in position now.”

Baxter looked at the viewscreen. On one side, the white- yellow breach in space yawned open, crackling with energy. On the other side, the Entity loomed. “Hartley: GO!”

“Activating warp shell!”

The lights on the bridge flickered as the entire ship seemed suddenly overcome with static energy. Baxter felt the hair on the back of his neck rising. Peterman stepped forward, took his hand.

“Results?” he asked, after a long silence.

“Shell holding. The Entity’s not going anywhere!” Hartley grinned.

“CAPTAIN!” J’hana suddenly exclaimed. “The Entity. It’s moving THROUGH us!”

The Explorer jolted as the screen suddenly went from spacey black to pure, roiling silver. It was like being stuck in a puddle of molten solder.

“We are inside the Entity,” Tilleran announced.

Baxter whirled to face tactical. “J’hana! Get us off this crazy thing!”

“Firing phasers! No effect, Captain!”

“Susan: Full impulse. Get us out of here,” Richards ordered.

“Engines unresponsive,” Madera said, looking at her panel. “We’re not going anywhere.”

“The Entity is,” Tilleran said, in the glow of her screens. “It’s passing right through us, right through our warp shell, and right into the breach.”

“Tractor beam,” Baxter ordered.

“Yeah, right,” J’hana said. “Phasers haven’t worked. Our engines don’t work. You really think…”

“TRY!”

“Fine,” J’hana said. She tapped a control. A blue beam lashed impotently out at the silver expanse on the viewscreen. It fizzled. “What do you know? No effect.”

Peterman squeezed Baxter’s hand harder as the ship rumbled around them. The lights flickered more, dimming to almost nothing.

“Report!” Baxter said.

“The Entity has almost gone through the breach. We’re almost out,” Tilleran said.

“Small miracles,” Bradley Dillon muttered.

Suddenly, as if it’d never been there, the rumbling stopped, and everything was still. The viewscreen was once again filled with space…except for the screaming energy breach in the center of the screen, which seemed to be shrinking.

“The breach should fully close in two minutes,” Tilleran said.

Hartley stepped down from her station to stand next to Baxter. “We have to go through there and get Mirk back, Captain!”

Baxter looked at the viewscreen, then at Hartley. “How do we know what we’ll find there?”

“Whatever it is, it holds the key to getting Mirk back.”

“You’ll do no such thing, Captain,” Bradley said. “We were lucky to survive recent events. We will not risk this ship further.”

“And, last I looked, you were not the captain of the Explorer,” Baxter snapped. “Susan, take us through that breach, now.”

“Um…aye.”

“Belay that,” Vansen said, stepping in front of Baxter. “All stop.”

Madera looked from Vansen to Baxter. “Uh…”

“You heard the Captain,” Richards said, walking up beside Vansen. “Go, Susan!”

“Two to one,” Baxter snapped at Vansen.

“Two to two,” Bradley said. “You will not go through that breach, Lieutenant Madera.”

“In case of tie, I believe whatever the President of the Federation says goes,” Vansen said haughtily.

“Captain,” Bradley said. “I know you’ve done idiotic things before, and survived them. I know all about your trips to the Delta Quadrant, and Gamma Quadrant. Giant behemoths walking all over the saucer section. Ship being turned into a fairy tale land. Happy universes. Paranoia. Ship-wide elections. Well, the Explorer’s mission is too important to risk her destruction now. I’m here to tell you that this ship is NOT expendable. Not while I’m aboard. Now, stand down, or I’ll relieve you of command.”

“PLEASE disobey him,” Vansen cooed at Baxter. “Pretty, pretty please.”

Baxter glared at Vansen. “Madera, come about and take us to a safe distance from that rift. Tilleran, get me every reading you have on that breach, and on the Entity. We’ll find another way to get Mirk back.”

“Damn you, Baxter,” Hartley muttered, and marched into the turbolift.

“Megan, wait…” Peterman said, lifting up her taffeta folds and rushing into the turbolift. “We have to decide what to do with all that crab dip!”

“You made a wise choice, Captain,” Bradley said, walking into the foreward turbolift and waving for his entourage to come with him. “You have six hours to retrieve your friend. If you can’t get him back by then, we’ll continue to the Dulcet system. Understood?”

Baxter didn’t say anything.

“Good,” Bradley said, and the turbolift closed, and the bridge was silent.

“You have the bridge, Chris,” Baxter said, and walked into the readyroom. “Somebody let me know if there’s any other way we can f*** things up today.”

“I’ll compile a list,” Vansen said, and went over to her chair.

“Go to hell,” Baxter said, and disappeared into his readyroom.



Mirk blinked his eyes open, and felt a wave of vertigo.

“Oh, baby, it’s all right. I know you’ve been through a lot. We just left your space-time continuum. That can be disorienting to a guy. Especially a pubescent godlet like yourself! You need time to adjust!”

The glaring white resolved itself into the parlor of an old- fashioned house, Mirk knew, that was in the deep, deep south.

He was lying on a stiff French Provencial couch, and Gabrielle was stretched out in the chair opposite him, wearing a yellow flowered sundress and wide-brimmed straw hat, fanning herself with a wide bamboo fan.

“Good morning, sleepy head,” she said softly. “Enjoy the trip?”

“Why did you do this?” Mirk said, leaning up.

“Play something…sweet and sexy, Harry,” Gabrielle yawned, stretching her arms out and setting the fan down on her coffee table. “Would you like a mint julep, Mirkles?”

“Don’t call me that,” Mirk said, as the man who was called Harry Connick, Jr. began to pound the piano keys, stopping only to sip from a bourbon glass:



This magic moment, so different and so new, But like any other, until I kissed you. But then it happened; it took me by surprise! I knew you felt it too, by the look in your eye. Sweeter than wine!



Softer than the summer night, everything I want I have, whenever I hold you tight. This magic moment, while your lips are close to mine, will last forever forever till the end of tiiiiiiiiiiiiiime…. Ooohhhhooohhh oooohhhohhhhhh oooooooooooohhhooooooooh…



“What is this?” Mirk asked, standing. “Are you trying to seduce me?”

“Oh, but darling, I already have,” Gabby said, pointing down. “See for yourself.”

Mirk beamed. “I’m naked!”

“Yeah, baby! Kick the tires and light the fires!” Harry Connick cheered, dipping his glass toward Mirk and then dumping the rest of it in its mouth. He then began another verse of “This Magic Moment.”

“Get me some clothes!” Mirk demanded.

“Make some of your own. I suggest something…ooh….in a zoot suit! Those are so…retro!”

“I’ll do no such thing,” Mirk said, and closed his eyes. In moments, he was wearing his normal bartending outfit: bright yellow colored dinner jacket and matching slacks.

“Well, that’s cute too,” Gabby said, and stood. “Come now, Mirkles. Dance with me.”

“Don’t call me that!” Mirk said, trying to pull away as Gabby slung her arms around him, leaning her head on his shoulder.

“Ooh, isn’t this nice! We should just get married right now and then the guests will have to pay a dollar to dance with me, and you can watch!”

“What?” Mirk asked.

“Old tradition. Surprised you’ve never heard of it. Then again, I guess they don’t have dollars in your time. Oh well. Your loss!”

“I’m not going to marry you, Gabrielle. You’re going to return me to the Explorer and let me finish my wedding uninterrupted.”

“Oh, Mirk, you’re such a drag!” Gabby said, shoving Mirk away and drifting back to the couch. She sat, primly, and folded her hands over her knees. “You’re so shortsighted.”

Mirk stared at her. “What the hell is that supposed to mean?”

“Did you even listen to the vows you two were spouting at each other?”

“Of course I was listening!”

“Eternity, Mirk. You said eternity!”

“And I meant it!”

Gabby stood and walked over to Mirk, putting her hands on the sides of his face. “Mirk, you poor, stupid, naive little boy! How little you understand about your power!”

“I know all I need to know about my power. I know I have it, and it’s my choice as to how I use it.”

“But you’re a god, Mirk. Face it, you’ll live forever. And Megan, nice as she is, is not going to live forever. So, sure, she’ll pledge eternity to you. She’s only going to be around another eighty, ninety years max! She has nothing to lose! But when you say eternity, you really mean it. Do you really want to chain yourself to that mortal? Is that how you want to spend your godhood?”

“I don’t care about being a god. Not as much as I care about Megan.”

“She’s a blink of an eye in your universe! She’s a speedbump! A tiny, insignificant thorn in your paw. You need to rid yourself of her, or risk a lifetime of mediocrity. You really want that?”

Mirk folded his arms. “If it means I get to spend my life with her, then yes, I do.”

“But you won’t spend your life with her. You’ll spend her life with her, then spend the rest of eternity grieving for her.” Gabby’s face softened as she turned from Mirk, stared out the window at the sunny Savannah, Georgia day outside. “Mirk, dearest, I am doing this for you. To save you the pain that I know your immortality will cause you.”

“I was doing just fine until you showed up.”

“How short-sighted you are. And thick headed.” The goddess shook her head. “But, then again, I guess I was like that too, until I transcended.”

“If I’m omnipotent, then maybe I can just take Megan away to be omnipotent with me.”

“You really think she’d do that? Leave her precious, pedantic little human life, all the reality she’s ever known, just to be with you?”

“I know she would.”

“Mirk,” Gabby said patiently. “You need to realize something those silly Directors have never told you, probably because they’d rather be mysterious and vague. But you’re ready now. There’s no need to wait. All it will take is a decision, and you’ll be fully omnipotent, right now. You’ll be a full-fledged god. And you could rule at my side. Think of it!”

“I would rather have Megan,” Mirk said defiantly, folding his arms.

“My God, it’s like I’m talking to J.C.”

“Who?”

“Nevermind.”

Mirk snapped his fingers, pointed at Harry Connick, Jr. “How can you sit there and tell me I can’t live happily ever after with a mortal? You’ve surrounded yourself with popular icons of Earth. You brought them with you!”

“And, although we have a lot of fun together, did you ever wonder why none of them has married me?” Gabby asked.

“You know, it’s really none of my business,” Mirk said, standoffishly.

“It’s because these…Chiefs of mine…and these Protectorates. They’re only echoes of real people. They’re apparitions created for my amusement. I could never marry one of them. What would be the point?”

“Hey, ouch baby, that hurts!” Connick said, and winked at Gabby. “Any requests, or should I just jam?”

“Shut up, Harry,” Gabby said, and looked back at Mirk.

“Maybe with me, it’ll be different,” the Maloxian said. “Maybe, eventually, I’ll be able to bring Megan with me.”

“Don’t you think, if I could, I’d have found a perfect love on Earth, and brought him with me?”

“Maybe I’m more powerful than you. Maybe I can.”

Gabby sighed, through her arms out wide, and spun around in circles. “Mirk, oh, silly, silly Mirk! That’s not at all how it’s going to go. Do you want to know how it’s going to go? Because I know.”

Mirk cocked his head. “How…could you know?”

Gabby stopped spinning, then pointed at her head. “Hello! Omnipotent!”

“Oh. Right. Well, I don’t want to know my future. I’ll figure that out for myself, if you don’t mind.”

“I mind. Because you’ll be giving up your power. If you pledge yourself to that mortal, human woman for all eternity, you’ll never reach godhood. Not because of a curse, or a technicality, or any other kind of plot device, but because you’ll be constrained by human society, stymied by her pathetic limitations, and the limitations of that cursed Explorer crew.

“It’s not a propos to conjure and create things out of thin air. It’s out of vogue, and it’s not accepted in their world. You’ll have to give up being who you are. You’ll just be…Mirk Hartley.”

Harry Connick started playing another song:



That old black magic has me in its spell. That old black magic that you weave so well. Those icy fingers, up and down my spine. Same old witchcraft, when your eyes meet mine. That same old tingle that I feel inside. And then that elevator starts its ride. And down, and down I go…



Mirk felt something rising in him. Something awful, something angry, and something powerful. His eyes gleamed bright blue and he stared at Gabrielle.

“ENOUGH! I am sick of your parlor, and the tricks that go along with it! Get out of my sight!”

“Well look who’s got his dander up now,” Gabby mumbled.

“BE GONNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNE!” Mirk cried out, and from his eyes that blue energy shot, blasting away at the old southern home, blasting a pathway out, and past Gabrielle, and through the layers upon layers of the massive Entity. And out he glided, his toes pointing toward the ground, his body upright, right out, and into the whirling hysteria of the Universe Gabrielle had taken him to, outside the normal space-time continuum. It was an M.C. Escher drawing of interconnecting tubes and tunnels and strobes of multicolored light, and spinning whirlygigs and constantly intersecting and converging points. Shapes in more than three dimensions passed to and fro, connected, disected, grew, shrink, disappeared, and reappeared.

Mirk didn’t know he was, but he knew he wanted no part of it.

“Mirk, you’re making the mistake of your life!” Gabby called out to Mirk, standing in the gash he’d ripped open in her Entity. “You have no idea what you’ll be missing! Love is fleeting. Omnipotence is forever!”

“I’ve had enough of you,” Mirk called over his shoulder, and with a nod of his head, the Entity went spiraling out of that Universe and into another.

And Mirk, meanwhile, cut a swath in the space-time continuum, and side-stepped back into his world, as easy as he’d step into a pair of pants.

And there he was, on board the Explorer, in the arboretum, on the altar, facing Hartley, who looked disoriented.

“What the…?” she said, then her face spread into a smile. “MIRK!”

“Miss me?” he said simply.

She threw her arms around him, squeezed him tightly.

“Oh, God, Andy,” Peterman said, covering her face. “Put a shirt on. Nobody needs to see that.”

“What?” Baxter asked, looking out over the crowd, who also looked disoriented. “I was taking off my dress uniform and about to get into my regular uniformed when I was…beamed here.”

“Oh, you weren’t beamed,” Mirk said.

“Then what happened?” Richards asked.

“I was able to reach an agreement with the Goddess. An agreement that she’d never bother us again,” he said as he brushed Hartley’s hair behind her ear and grasped the back of her neck. “I think it’s safe to say that, after today, even if she ever does find her way back here, she’ll have no use for me.”

“And what makes you say that?” Hartley said.

“An educated guess. Now, let’s get married.”

Hartley grinned wide, and pulled Mirk into a long, ravenous kiss.

Baxter looked on. “Oh, right. I now pronounce you man and wife. You may kiss the bride.”

As Hartley and Mirk kissed, Baxter looked over at Richards. “Could I borrow your jacket, buddy? It’s a little bit…nipply in here.”

Richards grimaced. “Yeah. Keep it, Andy.” He pulled his jacket off and handed it to Baxter. Then he stepped down off the altar, patting Mirk on the back. “Congratulations, Mister Mirk.”

“It’s Mister Hartley now,” Mirk said with a grin, and, with that, he took Hartley by the hand and lead her down the aisle, and out of the arboretum. “Now, and forever.”



THE END.



NEXT:



It’s time to get this search for the Bast in gear. Who are they? Why does Bradley Dillon want to find them so bad? Will he ever find them? Will Commander Richards ever get a date? And what does kickboxing have to do with anything? Find out in two weeks in “The Bast of What’s Around.”




Bast Intentions



Commander Christopher Richards yawned as he pulled on his uniform jacket and walked around the corner he’d turned so many times on the way into Engineering. Not lately, of course, but back when he was Chief Engineer.

Now, of course, he was First Officer. A higher calling. No longer did he have to fiddle with engines, muck about with power cores and conduit and cabling. Nope, he was now a management-type, and in the last year, he’d settled nicely into that role.

“Thanks for coming on such short notice,” Ensign Ryan Stuart said, as Richards rubbed the sleep from his eyes.

“I’m supposed to be off today.”

“Yeah, I know. But the dilithium crystal chamber is making that weird noise it sometimes makes, and you and Commander Hartley are the only two people on the ship who know what to do when it does that.”

“Weird noise?” Richards asked, then suddenly pretended to understand. “Ah, yes. The weird noise.” They walked up to the warp core, and Richards leaned in toward the crystal chamber. “Let’s see what we’ve got here.”

Stuart looked on. “You hear it, Commander?”

Richards glared back at Stuart. “Of course I do, Ensign. Are you trying to tell me I don’t have a…synergy…with the Explorer?”

Stuart held up his hands. “No, sir. Of course not!”

“You think that just because Hartley’s off on Beachtopia for her honeymoon, that the place will somehow fall apart?”

“No, I was just…”

“Don’t you remember how well this engine room ran when I was in charge?”

“It was…” Stuart looked down at his feet. “Um…fine.”

“Oh.” Richards threw up his hands. “Well, then, why don’t you just solve your little warp core trilling on your own then?”

“It’s actually more of a whizz than a trill, but thanks for trying, sir.”

“Whatever,” Richards called over his shoulder as he walked out of Engineering, leaving a perplexed Stuart behind.

He took the long way up and around the neck of the stardrive section, taking the rarely used Turbolift Shaft 6, passing off-the-beaten- path departments like Hydroponic Sorghum Production and Xenoproctology.

He was lost in his thoughts; feeling, as he had lately, listless and restless. He didn’t know what was wrong, exactly. He was feeling more and more comfortable with his post of authority on the Explorer, and had won several recent verbal sparring matches with Lt. Commander Vansen. Well, one or two at least. And he was seeing Lt. Madera, off and on, and that was going well. They really had a lot in common.

So why did he feel so damn low? What was missing?

It was then that Dr. Janice Browning slammed into him, and knocked him down.

She was in her black-and-red jogging suit, with the slimming vertical stripes and the Starfleet insignias on the ankles. She stopped, bracing herself on a guardrail, catching her breath, and looking down at Richards with a grin.

“Christopher, are you okay?”

“I’ll live,” Richards grunted, choosing to continue lying on the deck.

“I didn’t see you. Guess my mind was lightyears away.”

“I’d love to help you with that,” Richards mumbled, leaning up. “But I’ve kind of been crushed by a Browning.”

“Hardee har har,” Browning said, grabbing Richards’s hand and helping him up. “So…what’s up?”

“A little of this, and a lot of…well, nothing,” Richards said.

“Has Vansen been stealing your oatmeal at breakfast again?”

“No. I got her to stop doing that all by myself.”

“Hmmph,” Browning said, putting her hands on her hips. “Want me to give her a good talking-to anyway?”

“No,” Richards said. “It won’t help.” He walked down the corridor, and Browning looked after him.

“What’s up with you lately, Christopher?”

“Eh,” Richards said, and continued down the corridor.

Browning followed him. “I know that look. That’s the look you get when you want to talk about something, but want me to think you don’t want to talk. It’s classic.”

“Well,” Richards said, then trailed off and stared at the ceiling.

“Come on,” Browning grinned, putting her hand on Richards’s shoulder. “Tell me what’s eating you.”

“I guess it all has to do with…” Richards began, and suddenly Browning’s combadge bleeped.

“Sickbay to Browning,” came the voice of the Explorer’s Chief Medical Officer, Doctor Holly Wilcox.

“Go ahead, Holly,” Browning replied.

“Got a minute?”

“Sure.”

“Why don’t I meet you in Space Tastes. I’ve got something to…run by you.”

“You’re in luck. I’m in my running suit!”

“Um. Okay. Wilcox out.”

Browning looked at Richards. “Sorry, Christopher. I’d better see what she wants.”

“Sure,” Richards said.

“How about I see you at lunchtime?”

“Uh-huh,” Richards said, and walked off in the opposite direction.

Browning watched him walk away, scratching her head.



Browning found Doctor Holly Wilcox on the patio in Space Tastes, nursing a coffee.

“Holly! Good to see you. Can I get you one of our delicious slug- o-muffins?” she asked, stepping back toward the rear of the restaurant and grabbing her apron from behind the old-fashioned 1980s cash register replica, with the digital readout and big, light-up buttons. Not that she ever charged anyone anything, but she’d taken to keeping it around just for the ambiance.

“No thanks,” Wilcox called back, as Browning reached behind the dining counter and poured herself a steaming mug of hot chocolate. Only at Space Tastes was hot chocolate brewing at all hours of the day.

Browning took her mug over to the patio and sat down with Holly, who seemed to be intent on the passers-by, the few crew and families who frequented the mall in the early mornings. They were there more for the exercise than anything else.

“So…what’s up?” Browning asked, sipping from her mug of hot chocolate.

Holly leaned forward, now intent on Browning. “Okay. You know how Starfleet Medical changes its commanding officer every year or so? How a doctor in the fleet is selected for the honor each year, to kind of perpetuate free thinking and creativity within the organization?”

Browning blinked. “Um, nope. But it sounds cool!”

“Well, Starfleet Medical selected me to take charge, and I told them I would.”

Browning cocked her head. “You’re…leaving?”

“Yep,” Wilcox grinned. “The medical ship Benton is rendez- vousing with us tomorrow afternoon to pick us up. All the paperwork’s done. It’s official. They’re even letting Dean come with me. They want to study him! Isn’t that great?”

“Well,” Browning said, extending her hand across the table and shaking Holly’s. “I’m really happy for you.”

“I’ve written everything up in a memo to Captain Baxter. In it, I recommend that he reinstate you as Chief Medical Officer. His only other choice aboard is Doctor Ranowat, and we both know that Jarvay is far too unstable to run a Sickbay.”

“Reinstate…” Browning trailed off. “Um…wow. I never even thought about going back into Starfleet.”

Holly squeezed Browning’s hand. “Please say you’ll do it. Ensure everything I’ve done over the last year isn’t destroyed by that psychopath!”

Browning looked Holly in the eye, her eyes gleaming. “Well, jeeze. When you put it that way…you bet I will!”



Captain Baxter straightened his stack of padds at the front of the conference table and looked out at the assembled group. “All right. The Afternoon Staff Meeting will hereby come to order. New business?”

Lt. Commander Nell Vansen raised her hand. “Yes. I move we change the Afternoon Staff Meeting back to a morning meeting.”

Commander Richards raised his hand. “I move that Vansen is a petty, immature brat who doesn’t like any of my ideas.”

“I like the variety,” Baxter said. “Sometimes I’m not fully awake in the morning.”

“Like you’re any more awake now,” Vansen muttered.

“Move to strike that from the record!” Baxter snapped.

“I move we stop talking like this,” Peterman said, from beside Baxter. “It’s ridiculous.”

“It’s Robert’s Rules of Order,” Baxter said. “And I read somewhere that it helps keep order in meetings.”

“It’s working so far,” Tilleran muttered.

“Good one,” J’hana said, leaning back in her chair and patting Tilleran on the leg.

Baxter cleared his throat. “People! It’s my intention that these meetings be productive, and not degenerate into a silly spectacle where no real work gets done!”

“Hey everybody!” Dr. Browning called from the doorway, replete in her Starfleet uniform with the blue collar. “Look who’s back!”

“Janice! You’re back in uniform!” Baxter exclaimed giddily, and ran over to grab Browning in a hug. “The family’s back together!”

Peterman ran over too. “How’d this happen?”

“Holly quit to go take over Starfleet medical. She leaves tomorrow. I’ve got Sickbay back!”

“Why does nobody bother to tell me anything?” Vansen murmurred.

“Janice…” Richards said, looking up at Browning from his seat at the conference table. “Didn’t you WANT to get out of Starfleet?”

Browning looked over at him. “Well, yeah.”

“Didn’t you say you hated the monotony of being CMO?”

“Shut up,” Baxter snapped at Richards. “It’s great that Janice’s back. We’ll welcome her. Come, sit down!”

“Yes. Fun,” Browning said, as Baxter and Peterman led her over to the conference table.

“Can we get back to business?” Vansen suggested.

“NOW we can,” Baxter grinned. “So…did we have any business?”

“We’ll arrive in the Dulcet system tomorrow,” Richards said. “And, at that point, we’re supposed to go poking around for information on where we can find the Bast. Other than that, nada.”

“So that’s it?” Vansen asked. “That’s worth gathering the whole staff together?”

“It’s also about spending quality time around your friends,” Baxter said defiantly. “And your Vansens.”

“I give up,” Vansen muttered, and walked out.



“So, I suppose Doctor Ranowat’s going to take this pretty badly,” Peterman said, as she and Browning walked back down toward Sickbay.

“I think we’re just going to try to avoid telling him,” Browning said. “He’ll walk in one day and I’ll be in there instead of Holly, and I just won’t say anything about it. Maybe if we ignore the situation, it’ll all be okay.”

“Yeah. THAT’s healthy.”

“Is it?” Browning asked.

Peterman shrugged. “I’m not sure. So, are you excited about being CMO again?”

“I guess,” Browning said. “It should be easy to remember what to do. Just inject hypo here, cut there, ya know.”

“You don’t sound ecstatic about it.”

“Well, I’ve never been ecstatic about medicine. And yet I’m very good at it. Funny, huh?”

“Yeah…hehe…very good,” Peterman laughed nervously and looked away. “So…big promotion for Holly, huh?”

“Yes,” Browning said. “And interesting. I did some research. Did you know that sixty percent of the Chief Medical Officers in the fleet have been head of Starfleet Medical at one time or another?”

“Really?”

“Well, they gave the job to Holly, and she’d only been a CMO for a little over a year. And she got her MD over subspace!”

“That’s quite an accomplishment.”

“I was CMO for four years!”

Peterman stopped walking. A few steps later, Browning did too, and turned around. “What?”

“Don’t be jealous, Janice. It’s not like you.”

Browning folded her arms. “Who said I was jealous?”

“You don’t even really like medicine. So why would you want to be Chief of Starfleet Medical?”

“Maybe some authority would be nice.”

“You do have command of a whole Sickbay.”

Browning nodded. “You’re right. Maybe I’ll go boss some people around.”

“Good luck!” Peterman waved after her.



Counselor Peterman balanced her cat, Fritz, in one hand, and the leash of her golden retriever Charlie as she thumbed the entrance key to her office.

“Need a hand?” a voice called out, and she turned to find Richards approaching.

“Nope. I’m used to juggling animals.”

“I hope that’s just an expression.”

“Can I help you?” Peterman asked, as she walked into her office and ordered the lights on.

Richards walked over and sat down on her fainting couch. “Is this where I sit?”

“Where you sit to what?” Peterman turned as she sat Fritz down on her desk and unleashed Charlie, who immediately pounced on Richards’s crouch.

“Ooof!” he cried, pushing Charlie off him. “To be counseled.”

Peterman stepped in front of her desk and sat down in the chair opposite Richards. “You…need counseling? From me?”

“You are the Ship’s Counselor, aren’t you?”

“Yeah, but…well, you haven’t really been one of my biggest customers.”

Richards nodded. “Well, I guess that’s because I’ve always been pretty satisfied with my life.”

“And now?”

Richards’s shoulders fell. “Not.”

“I see.” Peterman reached over to the table next to her chair and grabbed a padd. She tapped in some information and then looked up at Richards again. “Can you describe this feeling of…not?”

Richards leaned back on the chair. “Do people usually lie down or sit up?”

“Well, the couch is designed for lying down, I suppose, but everyone is different. Ensign Sefelt usually hides behind the couch.”

“I’ll sit up,” Richards said, leaning back up and resting his elbows on his knees. “I guess it started about the time Lieutenant Commander Vansen came aboard.”

“Ah ha,” Peterman said, and tapped something on her padd. “You feel a sense of competition?”

Richards rubbed his chin. “No, it’s been longer than that. I’d say I’ve been feeling kind of low since Larkin left the ship.”

“I see,” Peterman said, tapping some more. “You miss your daughter.”

“Yeah, but…well, let me see…”

Peterman watched Richards intently as Fritz climbed up into her lap.

“I guess I’ve been kind of out of it since Janice and I broke up. You know, the second time.

“Now we’re talking!” Peterman said. “Romantic woes. I’m good at those.”

“You are?”

“Haven’t you noticed? Look at mine and Andy’s relationship! Look at the wonders I’ve done with Mirk and Hartley!”

“What have you done for Mirk and Hartley?”

“I…uh, ordered the crab dip,” Peterman said quickly, then returned to her padd. “Tell me more about this, how you miss Janice.”

“Well, I don’t miss her, exactly. I miss the relationship. Having that constant presence in my life. You know?”

“Ah, so you want her back?”

“I don’t know. Maybe.”

Peterman huffed. “Well, do you or don’t you?”

“Sure.”

“Sure is not a good enough answer, buddy. You’ve broken up with the girl twice, and she hasn’t had a decent date during either time you two have been apart. And you, on the other hand, have had a grand old time with Kris Larkin, Lieutenant Madera, and that Jorgan arc welder!”

“That was a one night stand!” Richards replied.

“And what has Janice had in the meantime?”

“I don’t know. I don’t ask about those things.”

“David Conway,” Peterman said flatly, and watched the blood drain from Richards’s face.

“I feel sick,” Richards said, gripping his stomach. “Maybe I’ll go to Sickbay.” He moved to stand, and Peterman shoved him back onto the couch.

“No way, bucko! You are not going to mess with that woman’s head anymore.” She pressed some buttons on her padd. “We’re going to work on you. No more dating until we fix your problems.”

“But my problem is that I’m not dating.”

“What about Madera?”

“Oh. I guess we are sort of…seeing each other…you know, really casually.”

“You’re just in it for the sex,” Peterman snapped, and tapped her padd.

“I am not! Don’t write that down!”

“I call ’em like I see ’em.” Peterman sighed. “Chris, this is an unhealthy pattern. You’re looking for solace in other people, when you should be looking for it in yourself.”

“Baxter to Peterman,” chirped Peterman’s combadge. “Honey, can you come up and sit with me? Commander Vansen just called me a schmuck!”

“Not now, Andy. I’m with a patient.”

“Anyone I know?”

“No! Go to your office and sit there until I can get to you. Peterman out.

“Fine.”

Richards stared at Peterman. “You were saying?”

“Well, uh,” Peterman stammered. “Andy is…a unique guy. He has strange needs.”

“And so do I,” Richards said. “And I think it’s high time I got back out on the dating scene.”

“You never left it!” Peterman snapped, as Richards got up and walked out. She ran to her door and watched him head down the corridor. “You come back here! You’re a sick, sick man and you need my help!”

“Ahem.”

Peterman turned to find Lt. Howard Sefelt behind her. “I thought I was the only one you said that to,” he huffed.

“Oh…that? That meant nothing to me, Howie. You’re my most dysfunctional patient, I promise.”

“Talk is cheap,” Sefelt said, walking into Peterman’s office and diving behind the couch. “Counsel me!”

Peterman sighed and trudged back into her office.



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 56256.4. We’ve arrived in the Dulcet system where, President Dillon tells me, we’ll find some clues to the whereabouts of the mysterious Bast, whoever they are, who are trying to kill Dillon.

Meanwhile, let it be known that Commander Vansen called me a schmuck yesterday and I am still not speaking to her.



“Real mature, Captain,” Vansen said, from beside Baxter, folding her arms as he watched Dulcet Seven loom into view on the main screen as Madera brought the Explorer into orbit around it.

“What now, Prez?” Baxter said, ignoring Vansen and turning to President Dillon, who was seated to Baxter’s right, in the chair customarily occupied by Richards. The First Officer, meanwhile, was late reporting in.

Bradley swivelled toward the science console. “Commander Tilleran, please focus your scans on the Southern Continent. You should locate a small concentration of buildings, at the center of an expansive desert.”

Tilleran leaned over her scans. “Stand by.”

“Shouldn’t we hail someone?” Baxter asked Bradley.

“We aren’t going to be hailing anyone,” Bradley said. “We’re going to beam down.”

“We?”

“You and me.” He glanced back at tactical. “And J’hana. We could use some muscle.”

“And that you will have,” J’hana growled.

“I object, Mister President,” Vansen said.

“Big surprise,” Baxter muttered.

“First, because you are beaming down yourself, well knowing a price is on your head, and because you are choosing to beam down with a weak, incompetent captain and his psychotic chief of security.”

“J’hana is not psychotic,” Baxter said to Bradley.

“After hearing about her horrendous display with the Klingons, I’m more than certain J’hana will provide adequate security,” Bradley said, standing. “As for you, Captain, I intend to use you as a human shield.”

“He was joking, right?” Baxter asked Vansen.

“I thought you weren’t talking to me.”

“Oh, right,” Baxter said, following Bradley over to the science console.

“I’ve found the buildings you mentioned,” Tilleran said, then punched the scan up on the main viewscreen. The screen displayed an overhead view of brown, flat dessert terrain and several white, blocky pueblo-style buildings.

Baxter let out a low whistle. “Looks like a wretched, forsaken place.”

“The Dulceta are an underground species. Other than a small fleet of deep space vessels that ply the outer edges of the galaxy, the race spends most of its time living below ground. About ten thousand years ago, a nova in a nearby star system left the surface of the planet unlivable. The man we’re looking for is a retired pilot who once flew one of those deep space vessels.”

“How do you know he’s even still down there?”

“He’s not going anywhere,” Bradley said vaguely, and headed back to the aft turbolift. “Captain, Lieutenant. Time is precious. Let’s get moving.”

“Who’s leading this away team?” J’hana asked Baxter, stepping out behind her console and following Baxter back to the turbolift.

“Me,” Baxter said, then leaned in and whispered in the Andorian’s ear. “And if he tries to use me as a human shield, shoot him.”

“I would love to accommodate you, Captain, but I am in enough trouble with Federation authorities as it is.”

“Fine, be that way,” Baxter muttered, and the pair joined Bradley in the turbolift.

“Don’t you guys need a science officer?” Tilleran called after them.

“Do not worry, Imzadi. We’ll be fine.”

“You two are good friends, I take it?” Bradley asked J’hana as the turbolift doors closed.

J’hana opened her mouth to say something, but Baxter interrupted.

“They’re best buddies, yes sir,” the captain said quickly, then all were silent.



Commander Richards walked onto the bridge about ten minutes after Baxter’s away team had departed.

“Where is everybody?” he asked, walking down toward the front of the bridge.

“On an away mission,” Vansen snapped, wheeling around to face Richards. “And don’t you feel guilty that you weren’t here to talk Baxter out of being volunteered to lead the mission?”

“Why would I talk him out of it? I know how he likes leading away teams.”

“Because it’s the first officer’s duty to talk the captain out of leading away teams! Haven’t you ever read the first officer’s manual?”

Richards scratched his head. “There’s a manual?”

“Ahrg. We’ve already been over this.”

“So they went down to the planet?” Richards asked, sitting down beside Vansen.

“Yes,” Vansen said. “They’re scheduled to report in an hour or so from now. Until then, there’s very little to do, other than orbiting this planet.”

“I see.” Richards looked around. “Tell me, Commander. Are you seeing anyone?”

Vansen grimaced. “Mister Richards, whatever you’re doing, please stop before you embarrass yourself any further.”

Richards slid a little in his chair. “Nevermind. I was just curious.”

“Whatever.”

“Um…so…can I have the command chair?”

“No.”

“But I outrank you.”

She turned to face Richards, smiling. “But I’m meaner.”

“Touche.” And he slid a little farther down.



“Neat,” Captain Baxter said, walking along the corridor that ran along one of the many underground tunnels of Dulcet Seven.

“Is he still talking about his Starfleet casual uniform?” Bradley Dillon grumbled.

“Indeed,” J’hana grumbled. “He always gets a rise out of the casual designs Starfleet comes up with for its undercover operatives.”

“This one has bell-bottoms,” Baxter said, looking down at his ankles, and the teal pants that matched his teal jacket and beige shirt. “How twenty-third century!”

“I cannot believe I have to wear pink,” J’hana muttered, caressing the phaser that was strapped to her thigh, hidden under the knee-length pink trenchcoat she wore.

“I hope you all see the sensibility of wearing a suit every day,” Bradley said. “Suits are forgiving, dark in color. They hide the body’s imperfections. Several of this variety can, in fact, be found on your very ship, at Dillon’s Supply Depot, located…”

Baxter stopped walking and glared at Bradley. “You’re not a hologram, are you?”

Bradley looked back at Baxter. “What would make you say that?”

“Because you sound like a commercial. And I know you have your holograms hock your merchandise.”

“Don’t be silly. I would have told you if I had decided to let my hologram go on this mission. Besides, this mission is too important to leave to a hologram.” Bradley coughed slightly, then lowered his voice. “The hologram is back on the ship….signing some treaties.”

“Then why must you prattle on about your merchandise?” J’hana demanded.

“Because,” Bradley said as he picked up pace walking again. “I did not acquire my substantial wealth by keeping quiet about my fabulous bargains.”

“Didn’t your wealth fall into your lap in one big stock payoff?” Baxter asked.

“That…” Bradley said. “Is classified. It’s a matter of Federation Security.”

“Right,” Baxter muttered.

“Look!” Bradley said. “Here we are.” The trio faced a large metal door, with a curvy tangle of alien writing on it.

J’hana wrinkled her nose at the scrawling. “What does it say?”

“I knew we should have brought Tilleran,” Baxter said.

“It says ‘Retired Pilots Club,’” Bradley said, then reached over to the panel beside the door and tapped in a long keycode sequence.

“Um,” Baxter said. “How could you tell?”

“And how did you know the code?” J’hana asked, as the door wheezed open and smoke billowed out.

“You two obviously aren’t used to dealing with an intelligent person.”

J’hana and Baxter looked at each other and shrugged.

“Follow me,” Bradley said, and lead the way through the smoky club, where several Ducleta sat around tables, playing domjat, drinking at the bar.

Since the corridor Bradley had led them through was deserted, this was Baxter’s first time seeing a Dulceta. His first reaction was horror at how fat everyone in the room was. More so than Pakleds, the Dulceta were an obese people. They weren’t very tall. The one that waddled by Baxter was two heads shorter than he. Their skin was mottled with brown and green spots, and their faces were ovoid, wide, with large, lipless mouths that seemed there just for intake of food. Worse, the Dulceta seemed to have no necks. Their heads seemed to just rise up out of their shoulders.

“A handsome race, no?” Bradley asked, leading the group to a rear door, Bradleyed with more alien writing. “Private,” he said, and knocked.

“The one with the plethora of body hair looked like he would be a formidable lover,” J’hana said. “He reminds me of…some guy I knew.”

Baxter put a hand on J’hana’s shoulder. “Still miss Dwanok, huh?”

“I miss his substantial loins, pressed on mine, in the heat of…”

“Forget I asked,” Baxter snapped, as the door slid open, and the group edged into a dim room lit only by a few candles.

At the rear of the room, there appeared to be some kind of water purification tank, or fuel vessel, about the size of a shuttle, that dominated the room.

“I think we made a wrong turn,” Baxter said.

“No, we didn’t,” Bradley said, and led Baxter and J’hana up a wrought-iron staircase that went up to the top of the huge tank, which Baxter could see was open on top, and filled with fizzling, fluffy white bubbles. The bubbly water in the tank churned, as if it were alive. Baxter smelled a hint of lilac and apple blossom. On a second sniff, he smelled an overwhelming wave of body odor.

“Yep, he’s definitely in there,” Bradley said, and kicked the side of the tank. “Come on, Rogas. Wakey wakey.”

The water roiled more violently, then a wave of it rushed out, soaking Baxter’s boots and, sadly, his bell-bottoms.

An oval head, as big around as Baxter’s waist, rose up out of the froth. Baxter could make out a set of shoulders that extended almost the diameter of the tank. Who knew what else lay below?

“What do you want?” the massive thing groaned.

“Imagine the size of his…” J’hana gasped.

“Stand down, Lieutenant!” Baxter snapped.



Having grown tired of sitting next to Vansen on the bridge (and how could he have thought she’d be his type anyway?), Richards headed belowdecks to get some paperwork done in his office. That would probably take his mind off current events, and nothing appealed to him more than that.

Except of course the shapely Nurse Christina Chadway, who, in a skintight leotard, walked toward him down the corridor.

“Commander,” she said in her rich, thick British accent. “It’s good to see you. Care to join me for a brief round of kickboxing?”

“That’s cute,” Richards said. “But I was supposed to do some…” He watched Chadway pull her long blonde hair into a ponytail. “Kickboxing, about now, so yes, that would be great.”

“I’d be glad to walk with you to the ship’s gym, sir. Please, do lead the way.”

Richards gulped. Ship’s gym? He knew where the tennis court and the bowling alley was, that was about it. “Um, Ensign, how about you do the honors?”

“Very well, sir,” Chadway said, and began walking down the corridor. Richards followed. “I take it your workout clothes are down in the locker room?”

“Yes. Down.”

“Convenient, then, since the locker room adjoins the gym.”

“Yes. Convenient.”

“Hmm,” Chadway said. “My neck is sore from this morning’s yoga. Would you mind rubbing my trapezius muscle?”

“Uhm…isn’t that a little familiar?”

“You card!” Chadway giggled. “The trapezius is right here!” She grabbed Richards’s hand and placed it on the spot between her shoulder and neck. “Now just rub.”

Richards felt ridiculous rubbing as he walked behind Chadway, but if her full body sigh was any indication, she was enjoying it. Maybe this would be a good day after all.

He and Chadway rode the turbolift two decks down, where Richards was shocked to find the ship’s gymnasium, just two doors down from the tennis court. He made a mental note.

“Go ahead into the locker room and change,” Chadway grinned. “I’ll go start streching. I’ll be at the kickboxing ring.”

“Right, the ring,” Richards mumbled, and headed into the locker room. It was then that he realized, not only did he not have a locker, but he didn’t have workout clothes. Richards searched the locker room for a replicator, thinking surely that the ship’s technicians would put one there for clothing creation and disposal, and for Gorn Ade dispensation, but sadly he found nothing. Just lockers, benches, and a shower room with way too many nozzles. Richards had a thing about showering with other men.

Of course, that wouldn’t be a problem, since he was utterly alone in the men’s locker room.

“Afternoon, Commander!” a voice called, and Richards hopped one foot in the air.

“Uh…problem, sir?” Ensign Adam Keefler asked, as Richards turned around to face him.

“No, Ensign. You just scared me. Try not to sneak up on your superior officers like that.”

“Sorry,” Keefler said, unshouldering his bag and unzipping the front of his uniform. “Don’t mind me, sir. I’m just getting ready to go hit the weights. You have to keep in pretty good shape to keep up with J’hana’s security drills.”

Richards eyed Keefler’s bag as he undressed. “You have workout clothes?”

Keefler chuckled. “Doesn’t everybody?”

“Yes,” Richards said quickly. “But…I forgot mine. Could I borrow yours?”

“Of course you could, sir, but the only problem is, I’ve got a shift in one hour. I need to get my workout in before then.”

“Not anymore,” Richards said. “You just got the whole week off.”

Keefler’s eyes widened. “Really? The whole week?”

“Yeah. Just give me your clothes.”

“Keep them!” Keefler said, tossing his bag into Richards’s arms. “Now I can finally finish that afghan I’ve been knitting.”

Richards stared after Keefler a moment as he left the lockeroom, then quickly got undressed and dug into Keefler’s gymbag. What he found in the bag was disturbing to say the least.



“This is disturbing, to say the least,” J’hana said, as Rogas’ huge arms, easily the size of entire people, slithered out of the tank and propped up on its edges.

“Please don’t come out of there any further,” Baxter whimpered.

“Nonsense,” Rogas said. “I haven’t left this tank in years.”

“Not going anywhere,” Baxter repeated what Bradley had told him, finally understanding.

“So, why have you bothered me on my eight hundreth day of retirement?” Rogas’ saggy eyes rolled up toward Bradley.

“Because the Bast are after me. They’re trying to kill me, and it’s your fault.”

“The Bast? Who are they?”

“Don’t play stupid with me, Rogas!” Bradley snapped. Baxter watched him, his eyes bulging, and decided this was definitely a different side to the Federation President. “You know exactly what I’m talking about. Four years ago, you sold me a tip on a Bast privateer who would sell me some circuitry, and I bought from him in good faith, and now they want to kill me. You’ve got to help me track down the Bast authorities and explain myself, so I can go on with my life.”

Rogas chortled long and hard, sending streams of bubbly water into the air. “That, Mister Dillon, is hilarious!”

“He remembered your name,” Baxter whispered. “That is great customer service.”

“Shut up,” Bradley said. “Rogas, I’m not the small-time business man you once knew. I have a substantial fortune and am the president of the United Federation of Planets.”

“The what? Oh, yes, the Federation.” Rogas yawned. “I’ve heard of it. Doesn’t impress me.”

“And I have a powerful starship in orbit. It’s yours if you lead me to the Bast.”

“WHAT?” Baxter exploded.

“I said shut up, Captain,” Bradley said, his eyes wide, staring at Rogas. “A starship for the location of the Bast headquarters.”

“I have no need of a starship, Dillon,” Rogas sneered. “Why would I travel the galaxy, in this big tub, with no means of moving around? What would you have me do? Beam down to different planets in this tub just to see the different surroundings? Do I look like an explorer to you?”

“You could use the holodecks,” Bradley said. “Generate any environment you desire. Create characters…a date, perhaps…”

“I don’t care about dating. And I don’t care about leaving Dulcet. I plan on dying here.” Rogas rolled in the water. Baxter looked away as his…keel…came to bear.

“Perhaps some cologne?” J’hana suggested.

“An industrial food replicator. That’s my price!” Rogas sniveled.

“Done,” Bradley said quickly. “We’ll have it beamed down as soon as we return to the ship. Providing you have the information I need.”

“The place you seek…the Bast headquarters…if they even have one…is a moving target. Literally.”

Bradley nodded. “It’s a ship. I gathered that.”

“A generational ship,” Rogas said, and leaned forward, propping his barely existent chin on the edge of the tank. “Larger than anything you can imagine. Beyond the edge of the galaxy. Where stars are so sparse it can be months between solar systems.” Rogas grinned, showing rows of jagged teeth, like a shark’s. “The voyage is not for the cowardly.”

“We’ll go anyway,” Bradley said. He squatted to come face to face with Rogas. “Now give me coordinates.”



“Yeouch…eeee….yeouch…” Richards grumbled as he waddled out into the Kickboxing Room. He’d gone through several rooms, from the Tai Chi Arena to ThighMaster Centre, before finally finding Chadway’s chosen workout place. Man, the Explorer was big.

“Are you okay, Commander?” Chadway asked, standing in the center of the kickboxing ring, sweat already dripping down her face. She’d obviously been warming up.

Richards grinned, then grimaced again as Chadway stifled a giggle.

It was Richards’s own fault for not looking in Keefler’s bag before making the deal with the young security officer. Keefler’s weightlifting outfit was a one-piece neon green spandex jumpsuit that seemed to be cutting off circulation in every part of Richards’s body at once. The bottom of the suit came only barely below Richards’s crotch, and seemed to squeeze the most there. Richards had never noticed that Keefler was built so much smaller than he. Regardless, the outfit was at least a size too small.

“Nice…outfit…Commander,” Chadway says. “You fill it well.”

“Too well,” Richards muttered, and climbed into the kickboxing ring. “So, um, how do you do this?”

“I thought you said you kickbox?”

“Well, only when I can’t get into the weightroom. You know, I need a lot of space to power lift.”

“Sure,” Chadway said. “So then we’ll start you off with some beginners’ moves.”

“Good idea.”

Chadway stood in front of Richards, then took a fighting stance, extending one leg in front of the other, and firing both arms out so they nearly smashed into Richards’s face. He leaned instinctively back, but not back far enough. In a whirlwind of motion, Chadway’s leg came circling around, smashing into the side of Richards’s head, slamming him into the mat.

“Urg,” he croaked.

The young nurse knelt next to Richards. “Commander? Are you okay?”

“You just…took me by surprise. I hadn’t prepared my defensive…move yet.”

“Understandable. Why don’t we…oh, hello, Brock!”

Richards shook his head, trying to clear away the dizziness and stars.

“You don’t mind if my boyfriend joins us, do you? We can take turns hitting each other.”

“Sounds great, truffle!” a low, surly voice called, as two feet suddenly planted on the kickboxing ring, causing it to shake so hard that it flipped Richards over. He looked up to see a mountain of muscle, encased in a jumpsuit similar to his, but much better-fitting. “Brock” extended a meaty hand toward Richards. He reluctantly let Brock pull him to his feet, which the chisled man did effortlessly.

“Crewman Brock Bartrum. Cargo Services,” the man rumbled, as Richards straightened, coming face to face with the big man’s chest.

“Good to meet you,” Richards said. “I have a shuttlecraft I might need you to move later.”

“Haha,” Brock chortled. “Hope my little lady hasn’t hurt you too bad.”

“No, I’m still alive,” Richards said weakly. “Look, I need to go…”

“Nonsense!” Brock said, slapping a powerful hand on Richards’s shoulder. “I insist you stay and go a few rounds with us. Otherwise, I’ll think you were here just to flirt with my girlfriend, and then I would have to crush you. Haha!”

That’s an odd thing to laugh about, Richards thought, as Chadway wrapped an arm around Brock’s huge bicep.

“So, who wants to fight Commander Richards first?” she giggled.

“I’ll do the honors!” Brock grinned, cracking his knuckles.

Richards prayed for a quick death.



“Hey there, gang,” Transporter Chief Lindsay Morgan grinned as Baxter, Bradley, and J’hana stepped off the transporter pad. “Did ya have a good trip planetside?”

“I’m not in the mood for your downhome charm right now, Ensign,” Baxter snapped, then glanced over his shoulder as he followed Bradley out of the room. “Nothing personal!”

“Course not, darlin!” she grinned.

“See you later,” J’hana said in a low voice, then followed the others.

“Wait just one second, Mister President!” Baxter called out after Bradley, jogging to catch up with him as he moved down the corridor.

“What?” Bradley asked, stepping into the turbolift at the end of the corridor. Baxter and J’hana followed. “Bridge.”

“I’ve given you a lot of leeway, sir. I’ve let you set the mission parameters for my ship. You’ve taken an entire deck away from me. And so far, I have no idea what exactly it is we’re here to do. But you just offered to give my ship to that giant man down there, and I want to know why!”

“You’re under the misguided notion that this ship somehow…belongs to you, Captain. Romantic as that may seem, the Explorer is actually the property of the United Federation of Planets. As the President of the Federation, I am in control of that property. It’s mine to do with as I see fit. I’m surprised you can’t seem to wrap your mind around that.”

“Well you can’t just go giving starships away!”

“If it satisfies our goal, I will.”

“What do you mean ‘our’ goal? You act like this mission is vital to Federation security or something, when it sounds like all you’re trying to do is get out of an unpaid bill.”

“Captain, that is quite enough,” Bradley snapped. “I shouldn’t dignify any of your rabble with a response, but I’ll tell you this: This mission IS vital to Federation security. If the Bast give up on their efforts to use assassins to get to me, they may send a fleet in to do the job, and I guarantee they won’t stop with me. They’ll probably take out Earth along with me. I’ve seen their ships. They could do it.”

“Oh,” Baxter said, staring at his shoes.

“So, you see, losing the Explorer would be a small price to pay, in the big picture.”

“He’s got you there, Captain,” J’hana intoned.

“Shut up, J’hana.”



After getting beaten across the face, neck, chest, and waist from two sets of flying feet, Richards ambled into the locker room, undressed, and ducked into the shower.

Brock followed soon after, bareass naked under the jets of one of the showerheads, while Richards tried to avert his eyes on the other side of the shower room. At least with water-showers there was some steam, which seemed to provide a little privacy.

Why did the most flirtatious women have boyfriends?

Richards finished showering as soon as he could, and dashed out into the locker room to pull his uniform on. He left Keefler’s bag on the bench and limped out of the locker room, his uniform clinging to his still- wet skin. Luckily, Chadway and Brock were nowhere to be found. He’d have to remember to reassign Brock to the furthest section of the ship.

While he rode the turbolift to the bridge, Richards felt the slight vibration and stomach-rising feeling that accompanied a major course- change. He definitely needed to get to the bridge.

When the doors opened, Baxter turned to face him, standing in the center of the bridge.

“Glad to see you, buddy,” Baxter snapped. “Where the hell have you been?”

“Important ship’s business,” Richards said quickly.

“And why are you wet?” Vansen asked, from her spot next to Baxter.

Richards walked down to the command area. “Water main burst,” he said. “What’s up?”

“We found the Bast, or at least got somewhat credible information as to their whereabouts. President Dillon ordered us to make course toward those coordinates immediately, so we did.”

“Tell him the best part,” Vansen said.

“It’ll take us months to get out to where the Bast are.”

“Great,” Richards said. “I can catch up on my reading.”

“Like you ever read,” Vansen scoffed.

“Look, Chris, you’re going to have to go down to Engineering and run some stress tests on the warp engines. They’re going to be working overtime the next few months and we have to be ready for that. Check the dilithium reserves. Make sure we won’t have to divert course to a deep space station on the way out of the galaxy.”

“Shouldn’t someone in engineering do that?” Richards asked.

“Stuart isn’t experienced enough,” Baxter replied. “We’ve already ordered Hartley back from her honeymoon, so her and Mirk are already on their way to rendez-vous with us. But it will take them weeks to catch up, and until Hartley gets back, you’re in charge of engineering. And, for Pete’s sake, try to be on time!”

“Fine!” Richards said, and walked back into the turbolift. “If I’m needed, I’ll be in engineering.”

“You won’t be needed!” Vansen called after him.

“Must you be so mean?” Baxter asked.

“Afraid so.”

The captain sighed and sat down in the center seat. “Guess I might as well get to work on those memoirs I’ve been meaning to write.”

“Like you could ever be a writer,” Vansen quipped, sitting down next to him.

Baxter opened up his mouth to respond, but before he could, the ship’s all-call sounded.

“All hands, this is President Bradley Dillon, with an update on the mission of the Explorer. We are currently on course for the farthest reaches of deep space, where, it’s hoped, we will find a mysterious spacefaring race called the Bast. Our mission is one of cultural exchange and exploration. This is, to say the least, one of the most ambitious attempts at space exploration in Federation History. And you’re all part of it. Congratulations. Please, don’t hesitate to talk to my secretary if you have any questions. Routine ship maintenance and upkeep issues can be addressed to Captain Baxter.”

“What the hell am I, the housekeeper?” Baxter railed.

“He’s certainly got a firm hold on this ship,” Vansen said.

“I’m the only one who gets to use the all-call,” Baxter pouted.

“If it makes you feel any better, I thought Bradley did a much better job than you ever did,” Vansen said.

“Thanks. That really helps.”

“That’s what I’m here for.”

“Could things get any worse?” Baxter asked.

“Browning to security!” a call suddenly burst on the bridge. “Doctor Ranowat just found out about my career change, and he’s got me pinned in my office! Request major backup, STAT!”

Baxter shot out of his chair. “Damn. J’hana, with me!”

“As always,” J’hana said, running into the aft turbolift with Baxter.

“I have the conn!” Vansen said, before Baxter could, as the doors closed.



“J’hana to all security, converge on Sickbay. We have a Type Three Security Alert. You know what to do, people.”

On hearing that call, Richards immediately diverted the turbolift he was taking to engineering, so it would stop nearest to Sickbay.

His first urge was to let security handle whatever the emergency was, but then he realized that it wasn’t just Sickbay anymore. It was, once again, the Place Where Janice Was. And if there was a problem there, he needed to help fix it.

He figured, as he ran down the corridor, he’d beat security there by five or six minutes.

Richards walked in to Sickbay, not sure of what he’d find, and wishing he’d grabbed a phaser, only to see an enraged Jarvay Ranowat pounding against a giant cube of aluminum that was propped behind the doorway into Sickbay. It looked to Richards as if Browning had shoved the oven into the doorway of her office to keep Ranowat out.

The enraged physician cast a look over at Richards. “I knew it! As soon as I saw this pizza oven in her office, I knew that she had taken Sickbay, and not me! God, all I wanted to do was heal people, and she won’t let me!” He pounded the pizza oven, denting it in several places.

“Watch it, buddy! This thing’s out of warranty!” Browning called from deep within her office.

“Give me Sickbay!” Ranowat shouted.

“Never!” Browning cried. “I’m going to be the best doctor I can be, then I’m going to be Chief of Starfleet Medical. You wait and see!”

“You couldn’t manage your way out of a pile of synthetic skin, Browning!” Ranowat seethed.

“Eew,” Richards said, sidling over to a cabinet and shoving his hand into a drawer. “Hey, Jarvay! Why don’t you come over here and talk to me for a minute.”

“I’m not interested in talking. I want to be Chief! Chief chief chief!”

“We all want to be chief, Jarvay,” Richards said slowly. “But we don’t always get what we want.”

“Stop quoting ancient rock groups!” Jarvay snapped, turning to face Richards.

He kept digging in the drawer. Finally, he found what he wanted and gripped it tightly.

“Why don’t you pick on someone your own size,” Richards said, as Jarvay advanced on him, momentarily distracted from Browning.

“I’m taller than you,” Ranowat seethed.

“Isn’t everybody?” Richards muttered, and pulled the thing he’d been looking for out of the drawer, holding it up shakily as Ranowat walked toward him. “Now don’t move, or I’ll use this on you!”

“An ice cream scoop?”

“Damn you, Janice!” Richards cried, staring in horror at the object in his hand. Ranowat slapped it out of his hand and reared back to punch Richards.

And then it hit Richards. Both Ranowat’s fist and an idea. He’d been thinking like a first officer, only interested in the action, and not like an engineer, searching for possible solutions. “Richards to Morgan!” he shouted suddenly, backpedaling away from Ranowat. “Lock on to Janice and beam her out of Sickbay at once!”

“You got it, precious!”

Upon hearing this, the big bear of a man roared and charged at Richards. “Me too!” He quickly added. Moments before impact, Richards felt the welcomed sensation of dissolving.



“You saved me!” Janice Browning cried, and wrapped her arms around her savior, squeezing tightly. “Oh, how can I thank you?”

“Just doin’ my job, Doc,” Chief Morgan replied, giggling as Browning hugged her, and as Richards looked on with disgust.

“Nonsense. You went above and beyond.”

“Yeah, her quick thinking sure did, um, help…” Richards said, walking up behind Browning. “I did too, you know.”

“Ah, Christopher,” Browning said, and turned, putting a hand on Richards’s shoulder. “You’ve always been there for me.” She sighed. “Well, back to work! Duty calls!”

Richards stared after Browning as she walked away. “You’re welcome!”

Just as Browning walked out, Baxter ran in, phaser drawn, flanked by ten security officers, and J’hana.

“Where is she?” he asked.

“She’s fine. We beamed her out before Ranowat could do any serious damage.” Richards winced. “To her.”

“Good,” Baxter said, lowering his phaser. He glanced at Morgan. “Good work, Chief. There’ll be a commendation in your record for this.”

“Aw, shucks.”

“And dinner in the captain’s mess,” he added. “With the captain.” He grinned. Then his grin faded. “And his wife. And his child.”

“Well, gee…Captain, I don’t know what to say.”

“Don’t say anything. Just keep up the good work, Ensign!” Baxter said, and turned to walk out of the transporter room.

“Captain!” Richards called after Baxter. “What happened to Ranowat?”

“Oh,” Baxter said, turning. “We had him cornered in the specimen lab, when Nurse Chadway came in from the other side of the room and kickboxed him into unconsciousness. She’s quite a little fighter. Did you know that?”

“I’m aware,” Richards muttered, as Baxter walked off.

“Take the day off, Chris. You’ve had a tough go of it,” Baxter said. Before Richards could thank him, he added, “But we’ll need you on the bridge tonight. Someone gave Keefler the week off and we’re terribly understaffed.”

Richards sighed as Baxter walked out of the room. “Aye, Captain.”

“You know, Commander, I realize it was you who really saved Doctor Browning,” Chief Morgan said.

“Really?” Richards asked, turning.

“Yeah,” she said, running her finger in circles along her console. “I think it’s romantic. You know, the ex-boyfriend coming to the rescue.”

“Yes. Ex,” Richards said, thinking long and hard about his situation.

“Wish I could find a man like that,” she grinned, looking up at Richards with baleful, doe-like eyes that fluttered ever so slightly.

And Richards’s expression brightened. As if emerging from a long sleep, he looked at Morgan and grinned, then slapped her on the shoulder. “Don’t worry. I’m sure you will, Ensign. Just have patience!”

And then he turned around and walked away.



THE END.



NEXT:



President Bradley Dillon has not been the most popular guy on the Explorer since he sent it on what seems to be a wild goose chase for the Bast. But what are his real objectives? What’s this guy all about? Find out a little bit more about President Dillon and how he spends a typical day, as some unknown force works to foil his plans and he has dinner.




Shadow Presidency



by Alan Decker



Waystation wasn’t anywhere near this loud, Federation President Bradley Dillon thought to himself as he rolled over again in his bed for what had to be the twelfth time in as many minutes. The constant thrum of the Explorer’s engines was just so…constant. And loud. A continuous low rhythmic assault against his skull driving Bradley to the point of considering ordering Captain Baxter to go to full stop at night and drift just so Bradley could get some peaceful sleep.

Of course, full stop every night would delay their journey even more, and as it was the Explorer was looking at several months travel from the safe confines of Federation space to the void between galactic arms where one of the Bast generational ships was said to be traveling. And the Bast were the reason he was spending so long on a starship to begin with. He had to find them. Then, assuming that first phase went well, he could continue onward toward a new day for him and the Federation…well, him at any rate.

Bradley had almost drifted off to sleep despite the ever-present thrum when he was jolted out of bed by the blare of the ship’s Red Alert klaxon. Good lord, it was two in the morning. What could be happening now?

“President Dillon to the bridge,” he snapped, his commanding voice showing no sign of fatigue. “What is happening up there?”

“We have the situation under control, Mister President,” the voice of Lieutenant Commander Nell Vansen replied crisply. “Arm phasers and torpedoes.”

“Are we under attack? I can be on the bridge in less than five minutes to speak to the aggressors,” Bradley said, heading toward his supply of suits.

“I assure you that won’t be necessary,” Vansen said, the merest hint of impatience creeping into her voice. Bradley heard the bridge turbolift doors open and close over the comm link.

“What the hell is going on up here?” the exhausted-sounding voice of Captain Andy Baxter demanded.

“The situation is under control!” Vansen shot back, making no effort this time to hide her annoyance.

“Well, you woke Steffie!”

“I’d be happy to have the Red Alert klaxon deactivated in your quarters,” Vansen said. The ship rocked suddenly. “Return fire!”

“Direct hits,” the voice of that shift’s tactical officer reported. “They’re moving off.”

“See. Everything is under control,” Vansen said. “Go back to bed, Baxter. And good night, Mister President.”

“Wait. President Dillon was on the line?” Baxter asked. “Why was he…”

The commline abruptly went dead as someone on the bridge closed the channel.

“I should have drafted the Enterprise,” Bradley muttered, climbing back into bed. However, a high profile ship like that was the last thing he wanted on this little excursion, but surely he could have found someone else. No. Despite their quirks, the Explorer crew was the one crew he trusted to take him to the Bast…mainly because they were the crew with the least chance of getting in the way of his plans.



“Good morning, Mister Dillon,” Gisele said with her usual welcoming smile as Bradley entered his office later that morning. Other than the background thrum, Bradley would be hard pressed to distinguish this office that he’d had built on the deck he’d commandeered from Captain Baxter from his real office back on Waystation. Gisele, his assistant for several years now, sat in one of the high-backed faux-leather chairs in front of his desk with a padd containing the day’s news.

“Good morning, Gisele,” he replied, returning the smile. Through it all, Gisele had been a constant in his life since he hired her after making his fortune. They were something akin to friends, he supposed. They certainly had an affection for each other, but outside of the office their lives were completely separate. The compact woman’s stature often caused potential enemies to underestimate her, which was another bonus. It had also helped her get the job. After all, how many martial arts experts with business acumen and expert organizational skills were there in the galaxy?

“How are things today?” Bradley continued, slipping into his desk chair. This was the real thing, brought over from Waystation before the Explorer embarked on his mission. The chair was way too comfy yet impressive to leave behind.

“Quarterly reports were transmitted in from all Dillon’s Supply Depots yesterday. Ninety-three percent met projections, with six percent exceeding significantly and one percent falling under, one of those stores by fifteen percent.”

“Fifteen percent? Which store was that?”

“Cardassia Prime.”

“Haven’t they rebuilt their economy from the war yet?” Bradley asked impatiently.

“Evidently not. If I may suggest, cutting the recreational activity stock in favor of salvage…”

“Salvage and home improvement wares,” Bradley finished nodding. “My thoughts exactly. Anything else?”

“The Starfleet Suites on Waystation is booked solid for the next three months, and Dillon’s Restaurant has a four-night wait list.”

Bradley smiled. “People recognize quality. Check on land availability near the Mall of Antares. I think it may be time to turn Starfleet Suites into a chain.”

“I’ll see to it,” Gisele said, making a note on her padd. “There’s one more item I have here,” she said somewhat hesitantly.

“Go on.”

“Captain Baxter has denied your requests for a mandatory Opera Appreciation Night for the crew, a gourmet-meals-only replimat on Deck Fourteen, and your request for a chair on the bridge.”

“I thought as much.”

“And I believe the padd that the denial was delivered in had been urinated on by a cat.”

“I wouldn’t doubt it,” Bradley said.

“Then why did you ask him?” Gisele said confused.

“Insurance,” Bradley replied cryptically. He checked the chronometer on his desk and sighed. “Almost time for Gerald to comm. Was there any other business?”

“I think I’m covered,” she replied, rising from her chair.

“You’re welcome to stay.”

“Thank you, but politics was never my favorite area,” Gisele said, beating a hasty retreat from the office as Bradley activate his desk’s comm unit, causing a flat black monitor to rise up from the desk’s interior. Right on time, the screen indicated an incoming transmission. Bradley opened the channel, and the image of Gerald Bouvier, his presidential aide who was currently back in the Federation’s capital in Paris on Earth, appeared on the screen. Bouvier was a lanky, nervous type, but he was very efficient. If anything, his nerves caused him to make doubly and triply sure that every detail of his work had been taken care of properly.

“Good morning, Gerald,” Bradley said.

“Mister President,” Gerald replied with a nod in fairly-accented English. Bouvier had been born and raised in Paris, which made him even more ideal for his position. He was comfortable in the Federation capital and able to maintain what Captain Baxter would have called a “home field advantage.”

“How’s my Federation?” Bradley asked.

“There are really no crises to report,” Gerald said. Bradley sensed a “but” coming on.

“But?” he asked preemptively.

“The Federation Council has quite close to passing a formal condemnation of your activities. Frankly, sir, as it was, they did not appreciate you running the Federation from Waystation, but leaving on a starship for parts unknown is quite beyond the pale.”

“They haven’t passed anything yet, though,” Bradley said confidently.

“No. The Vice President has thus far headed off any efforts.”

“And people said I was crazy to pick an actor.”

“He is definitely…charming.”

“Heran Roloi is the greatest actor of our generation,” Bradley said firmly. “I’ve seen her Hamlet. Believe me, after that, chairing the Council sessions is child’s play. And who better to gauge the mood of a crowd than a Betazoid?”

“But if a crisis should occur…”

“Heran isn’t just an actor, Gerald. She’s got the chops to handle things while I’m away. We see eye-to-eye on the issues, and I’m just a comm away if anyone needs me. Trust me…and trust her.”

“Yes, Mister President,” Gerald said unconvincingly.

“Trust me, Gerald,” Bradley repeated. “I’ll talk to you in three days.”

“Yes, sir. Safe journey.”

“Thanks. Dillon out.” Bradley closed the channel, then got up from his desk as the screen descended back into its hiding place. He headed to the outer office, where Gisele was busy perusing the Antares real estate offerings on the Federnet.

“I think I’m going to get some breakfast,” he said.

“I can have something ordered,” Gisele said.

“No. I want to go out.”

“I’ll alert your security.”

Bradley sighed. “Very well.” As nice as it was sometimes to go places with an imposing entourage, it would be nice to be able to occasionally just go get a meal without a heavily-armed escort.



The mall level of the USS Explorer felt fairly deserted to Bradley as he made he way along the concourse. Granted, the mall only served a population of 1000 people, rather than the several thousand now living on Waystation. Also Waystation had more space to work. Still, the Explorer’s mall was impressive in its own right, even if he wasn’t visiting in prime shopping hours.

The few patrons milling about did their requisite gawking when they realized who was in the mall with him. This was one of the parts of the job that Bradley loved. He shook hands with people, exchanged greetings, accepted a few well-meant, if insane, suggestions for new policy, and generally went into full public relations mode, all the while looking around for a promising eatery.

Finally, he spotted Space Tastes. He’d heard of the place, of course. His one question, though, was whether or not she was working, she being Janice Browning. Browning had worked for Bradley three years earlier on Waystation after he managed to woo her away from Starfleet with the promise of a restaurant of her very own to run. Well, actually, it was his restaurant, Dillon’s, but he was more than willing to let her be head chef.

She’d stayed for almost six months, but then Captain Baxter whisked her away because some ex-boyfriend of hers was in trouble. Bradley had actually briefly entertained the idea of dating her himself, but her abrupt departure scuttled that idea. Now he had bigger issues on his mind, but it would still be nice to renew the acquaintance, since he hadn’t so much as said hello to her since he came on board.

Through the restaurant window, he saw Browning duck out of the kitchen moments later, taking a heaping tray of flaming pancakes to the ship’s Andorian security chief, a Lieutenant J’hana, if Bradley remembered the personnel records correctly.

He entered the restaurant, causing one head after another to turn his way as word that President Dillon was there spread faster that a firestorm on Bersallis III. He turned down several offers to join different tables of diners, instead selecting a two-person table in the far corner of the restaurant.

A waitress quickly arrived, padd in hand as she looked at him nervously. “Um…do you know what you want, Mister President. Or do you need a menu? You need a menu, don’t you? I’m so sorry.”

“A menu would be very nice,” Bradley replied with a soothing grin. “And could you ask Janice to come by? She and I are old friends.”

“Sure thing,” the waitress said. She rushed off, mumbling to herself in enough different voices that Bradley quickly came to the conclusion she was Yynsian.

Bradley pulled out a padd of his own and began perusing reports from some of the various investment markets from the previous stardate. One of the down sides of being this far out was that he could no longer watch the markets in real time.

Another padd was placed in front of him, this one displaying a menu. Bradley looked up to see Janice Browning standing there smiling warmly. “I was wondering when you were going to come see me,” Browning said, opening her arms.

“Janice!” Bradley said, rising from his seat and giving her a hug. Briefly, he wondered when the last time he’d hugged someone had been. “Can you sit for a minute?” he asked, gesturing to the open chair.

“I don’t think this place will fall apart if I do,” Browning replied, sitting down as Bradley did the same. “It’d better not, considering I’m here a lot less than I used to be now.”

“Right. You’re the ship’s new Chief Medical Officer. Congratulations.”

“This is my third time taking the job. I don’t know that I get congratulated anymore,” Browning said. “Just call me Doctor Yo-Yo.”

“As long as you’re happy,” Bradley said.

“I am. And Plato’s thrilled. He seems to like me better when I’m actual Starfleet instead of just the lady with the restaurant.”

“From what I’ve read, he sounds like a remarkable boy. I have to say that I was a bit surprised when I heard that you’d had a child from a Changeling.”

“It wasn’t exactly planned, but I wouldn’t change a thing. Plato’s wonderful. And everyone on board has been very supportive. They’re his family.”

“I see,” Bradley said nodded. “So I guess offering you a new job on Waystation is pretty pointless then.”

Browning laughed. “Yep. And you didn’t come in here to offer me anything.”

“That is true. I just wanted to see you. We haven’t had much of a chance to talk over the last couple of years.”

“Well, you being on board should make it pretty easy to change that…assuming that the Presidency allows you any free time.”

“I’m the President. If I want free time, I give it to myself. It’s the whole power thing,” Bradley said.

“You’ve certainly done well for yourself.”

“So have you.”

They sat in silence for a couple of seconds as the conversation trailed off. “You should come over for dinner one night. Meet Plato,” Browning said. “I’m sure he’d love to meet the Bradley Dillon. I don’t think he even knows I used to work for you.”

“I’d like that,” Bradley said while inside wondering how she could have gone for years without ever mentioning something like that to her son. That was like not bothering to tell your kids that you once served with Captain James T. Kirk.

“I’ll have my people comm your people, which basically means I’ll comm your people. It should be fun, though. But I’d better get back to the kitchen,” Browning said, standing. “What did you want for breakfast? I’ll put the order in.”

“Vulcan omelet, light on the plomeek root, coffee, and a large grapefruit cut in halves, each on a separate plate.”

“Grapefruit, huh? That’s Andy’s favorite.”

“Really? Would you mind doing me a favor then?”

“Sure.”

“Don’t ever tell him I ordered it,” Bradley said. Perhaps this would be something he could use in the future to ingratiate himself to Baxter if that was ever needed. For now, though, better to stick to a strict President/Captain relationship.

“Oookay,” Browning said. “It was great seeing you.”

“You too,” Bradley replied.

Browning smiled again, then charged back toward the kitchen shouting. “I need a Logical Layer, trim the weeds!”

A short time later, the Yynsian waitress returned with his meal, which included one of the plumpest grapefruits that Bradley had ever seen. He was just about to dig in when he spotted Captain Andy Baxter entering Space Tastes. Baxter looked a bit frazzled in Bradley’s opinion as he approached the small carry-out window and gave an order.

Baxter stepped aside to wait for his order to be filled, looking around aimlessly as he did so. Bradley returned to his breakfast so as not to be caught taking an interest in the captain’s movements. Moments later, though, Baxter’s shadow fell across his table. Bradley looked up, pasting on his presidential smile.

“Good morning, Captain. To what do I owe the pleasure?” Bradley asked.

“I was planning on comming you from the bridge, but since you’re here, I can let you know in person,” Baxter said taking a seat across from Bradley. A seat which had not been offered to him, Bradley noted.

“Let me know what?” Bradley asked, ignoring Baxter’s action. Bradley would have invited him to sit anyway, but Baxter should have waited for Bradley to ask.

“You know we were attacked last night.”

“Yes,” Bradley replied, signaling Baxter to continue.

“It was the Audrianis. They’re really territorial.”

“Were we in their territory?”

“Um…technically.”

“Why?”

“Well, we’re training a new helmsman for gamma shift. It was an honest mistake.”

“Uh huh,” Bradley said, spooning another bite out of his grapefruit. Baxter spotted the fruit and involuntarily licked his lips, another gesture Bradley decided to ignore. So much for springing their mutual liking of grapefruit on Baxter at a more advantageous time. “Thank you for keeping me informed.”

“I wasn’t finished,” Baxter said, still eyeing the grapefruit. “We’re going to have to drop out of warp.”

“What for?” Bradley asked, quickly hiding any sign of annoyance.

“We’re getting some odd readings from the warp coils in the nacelles. My engineers are on it, though. Nothing to worry about.”

“I’m not worried. How long are we going to be at impulse?”

“We don’t know. Hopefully not too long.”

“I don’t suppose your Chief Engineer is back from her honeymoon yet?”

“No. She’s still about two weeks out.”

“Are they pushing the runabout’s engines to maximum?”

“Well, it wouldn’t do well for them to blow up en route.” Baxter looked at Bradley askance. “I would think as a concerned President that you would want your citizens to have a nice, relaxing honeymoon.”

“Ideally, yes. However, I also would like to have a nice, uninterrupted trip to the Bast, something that isn’t happening at the moment.”

“This is life on a starship, Mister President. Things happen.”

“Then the Captain’s job is to make them unhappen.”

“There’s only so much I can do,” Baxter said.

“And quite a bit that you won’t do,” Bradley retorted.

“I’ve done plenty for you,” Baxter snapped, stealing another glance at Bradley’s grapefruit.

“Oh for god’s sake! Do you want the other half of this?”

“Yes!” Baxter said, grabbing the plate and a spare spoon. “Thanks.”

“You’re welcome. Now go comm Hartley and tell her to increase her speed.”

Baxter shifted uncomfortably from foot to foot. “Sir…I would rather not do that for…logistical purposes.”

“Are you telling me that you’re scared of your Chief Engineer?”

“We can handle this ourselves,” Baxter replied firmly. “We’ll get you to your damn Bast, no matter how insane you are for wanting to go there.”

“You’re calling me insane?” Bradley said, his voice rising.

“Oh no, Mister President. We’re honored to get dragged out to the middle of nowhere with you,” Baxter replied, his voice dripping with sarcasm…and quite a bit of grapefruit juice.

“Food’s here!” Janice Browning said, rushing up to the table with several containers. “You’d better get them back to Kelly,” she told Baxter as she shoved the order into his arms. “Go go go!”

“Good day, Captain,” Bradley said flatly.

“Yeah. Thanks for the grapefruit.”

“Don’t mention it,” Bradley muttered as Baxter was practically pulled out of Space Tastes by Browning. That certainly wasn’t the most intellectually stimulating mealtime conversation Bradley had ever had, but it did get the blood pumping. After this, his remaining meetings for the day would be a breeze. Bradley finished up his omelette (which was excellent, not that he expected anything less from Janice Browning’s kitchen), drank the last bit of his coffee, and strolled out of Space Tastes, whistling a bit of Verde to himself as he went. He wouldn’t even let the sounds of the Explorer slowing to impulse invade his good humor. This was a temporarily delay, nothing more. Soon they would be on their way again, whether Baxter liked it or not.



Even on a starship hundreds of light years away from Waystation or Earth, President Dillon found that his days were absolutely eaten alive with the minutia of running the Federation and Dillon Enterprises, both of which were fairly massive in their own right.

After his breakfast, Bradley had returned to his office for scheduled comms with the primary representative of whatever they were calling the new Cardassian government these days, Chancellor Martok of the Klingon Empire, and the First Minister of Shelvaz Prime.

As the Explorer puttered along at full impulse, Bradley started his afternoon schedule of comms, which involved a Dillon Enterprises stockholders meeting (he controlled 85% of the stock, so these meetings were far from stressful), a review of his research and development division’s latest projects, and several prospective business proposals from eager entrepreneurs and probably a con artist or two in search of funds.

At long last, Bradley adjourned to his private dining room for a meal of Beef Waystation, one of the specialties of Dillon’s Restaurant that he’d had programmed into his private replicator before the Explorer’s departure. Sated, he retired to his bedroom for the evening to do some reading before hopefully falling into a deep sleep, which with the warp engines offline, he was actually able to do.



Something was wrong.

He could sense it.

Bradley’s eyes snapped open as he sat up in bed, peering into the darkness around him and listening for anything unusual.

All was quiet. The ship wasn’t at red alert. They didn’t seem to be under attack. So why was he awake?

“Lights,” he ordered.

The lights obediently illuminated revealing his chambers…and a woman dressed all in black sitting in his reading nook armchair. Far from seeming surprised that she had been caught, the woman just looked back at Bradley, a smug smile on her face.

“How did you get in here?” Bradley demanded.

“My way,” the woman replied enigmatically, leaning forward in her chair. “I’d hoped to have a conversation, Mister Dillon.”

“Then I would suggest making an appointment with my assistant, Gisele, during normal waking hours. In the meantime, please leave before I call security.” Bradley was fairly certain that his security force would make short work of the intruder. And even if she should evade them, the Andorian in charge of the Explorer’s security would probably be more than happy to rip her limbs off one at a time.

“My colleagues and I tend to prefer less formal channels,” the woman replied, making no move to leave.

“Your colleagues? What concern do you represent?”

“Does it matter?”

“I am the President of the Federation and head of a large business, so I deal with many, many people. It would help me to know if your business here is about business or politics.”

“Neither.”

“Neither?” Bradley repeated surprised.

“It’s personal, Mister Dillon. Personal to you, that is. We know why you’re out here.”

“Now Ms…”

“I never introduced myself. How rude of me. Madison. It’s a pleasure, Mister Dillon.”

“I’m sure,” Bradley replied unhappily. “Now, Ms. Madison, I have no idea why you and your ‘colleagues’ feel that you have any business interfering in my personal affairs, but I can assure you that you that your presence is neither warranted or wanted. So, why don’t you just leave by whatever route got you in here, and we’ll call it a night?”

“I don’t think you appreciate how dangerous your dealings with the Bast are. We cannot allow you to go forward with this. I’d rather not have to kill you and destabilize the Federation government in the process, but you WILL be stopped. Is that clear?”

“I’m fairly clear that you’re threatening the President of the United Federation of Planets, which last I knew came with a long stay in a rehabilitation colony, Ms. Madison.”

Madison smiled. “Someone would have to catch me first, which I don’t see happening.”

“We’ll see.”

“Now this is becoming far more adversarial than I wanted,” Madison said, standing. “This is just supposed to be a casual conversation between two people who have the best interests of the Federation at heart. You do still care about the Federation, don’t you, Mister President?”

“Of course I do.”

Madison’s smile vanished as her face went deadly serious. “Then order the Explorer to turn around and forget all about the Bast.”

“I have a debt…”

“Send a credit-gram. Otherwise, you’re putting us all at risk.” Madison smiled again. “You’re a reasonable man, and an intelligent one. You’ll make the right decision. I hope we won’t have cause to speak again.” Madison walked casually out of Bradley’s bedroom into the living area beyond, then into the corridor.

“That’s makes two of us,” Bradley muttered.



The vast majority of Bradley’s mind just wanted to shove the Madison incident aside as the ramblings of a malcontent, but it was hard to ignore the fact that the woman had been able to stroll in and out of his private and supposedly-well-guarded chambers without the slightest bit of difficulty.

And how did she know about the Bast in the first place? Very few people in the Federation even knew of their existence, much less the threat his dealings with them could pose. That, more than anything, was what concerned Bradley. Madison had acted as though she knew exactly what he was planning to do, which was something he had shared with no one. Presidential prerogative and all.

By this point, Bradley was ready to spring out of bed, charge up to the bridge and demand that Baxter, Vansen, or whoever was in command up there immediately begin an investigation.

But that could be playing right into Madison’s hands. She wanted him frightened. She wanted him to consider turning back, or, if that didn’t work, perhaps she was hoping his behavior would become so paranoid that Baxter was turn back anyway.

President Bradley Dillon would not be manipulated like this, nor would he be threatened into altering his course of action. Too much time and planning had gone into this mission. No spooky woman in black with her vague talk of “colleagues” was going to stand in his way.

He wouldn’t ignore Madison, though. That would just be reckless. Instead, he would make his own inquiries and keep the situation to himself.



The bridge was not exactly what Bradley would have called a hot-bed of activity as he emerged from the turbolift the next morning after completing his briefing from Gisele.

What he assumed was Alpha Shift had recently reported for duty, and it appeared that several of them were still half-asleep…well, except for the Andorian, J’hana, who was busy sharpening a serrated blade of some sort, and the operations officer, whose name Bradley didn’t know, who was nervously looking from the viewscreen to his console to J’hana to the ready room door and just about everywhere else as though he expected at any time for something to ambush him. The man obviously had problems.

Captain Baxter swivelled around in his command chair to face President Dillon. Bradley stood at the rear of the bridge, working to look formal rather than adversarial.

“Good morning, Captain,” he said with a nod of his head. His eyes were involuntarily drawn to a beige splotch on the captain’s left shoulder.

“Can I help you with something?” Baxter asked, clearly not happy that Bradley was back on his bridge.

“Not at all,” Bradley said warmly. It was the same faux-friendly voice he’d used to sell many a product over the years. “I’m sure you have everything well in hand.”

“I always do,” Baxter replied, drawing a glance from his first officer, Commander Chris Richards. “What? I do!”

“Of course you do,” Bradley said. What the hell was that splotch? It was disgusting!

Baxter noticed Bradley eyeing the spot on his uniform. “Steffie,” he said quickly. “She had a little spit up right before I was due on shift.”

“That’s kids for you,” Bradley replied with a smile. Which is why I’ll never have any of the little buggers, he added to himself. “In any case, I was just out for a morning stroll.”

“Stroll away,” Baxter replied.

“I’ll do that,” Bradley said as Baxter spun back around to face the viewscreen. The President made his way idly toward the science console, where the Explorer’s science officer, Lieutenant Commander Ariel Tilleran, sat. This would be the tricky part. Tilleran was a Betazoid and, therefore, capable of reading Bradley’s thoughts.

Fortunately, though, this was where having a Betazoid Vice President came in handy. Heran had taught him a few techniques to mask his thoughts, most of which involved concentration or diversion. Bradley brought one of his favorite classical pieces, “A Night on Bald Mountain,” to mind as he approached Tilleran.

“Good morning,” Bradley said nonchalantly.

“Morning,” Tilleran replied, surprised that he was speaking to her.

“Impressive array,” he remarked. BUMMMMM BUM BUM BA BUMMMM BUMMMMM.

“The Explorer’s sensors are quite powerful,” Tilleran said, shaking her head a bit to clear her thoughts.

“Can you see into my quarters?” His left hand was now moving in time to the music in his mind. He could see Tilleran’s beginning to do the same.

“Of course…but we wouldn’t. Not without cause.”

“I was curious about the resolution. Could you bring up last night perhaps?”

Bradley let the music in his mind get to a rousing crescendo, then head into a particularly intense section of the piece.

“Sure,” Tilleran said, pulling up the playback and letting it run at high speed. For the most part, it showed Bradley sleeping in his bed. Bradley watched the time index scroll by. Madison had arrived sometime before 0300 hours and stayed until approximate 0315.

“Can you slow it down a little please?” Bradley asked casually as 0300 approached. He increased the volume in his mind and actually began to lowly hum the notes.

Tilleran nodded and adjusted the playback speed. 0300 passed by, and Bradley still saw himself asleep in his bed. He let it go until 0400. “Thank you, Commander,” he said. “I thank you for taking the time to do that for me.”

“No trouble at all,” Tilleran replied, sounding a bit relieved as Bradley strolled away and headed into a turbolift.

“I hate that!” the science officer exclaimed once Bradley was gone.

“Was he bothering you?” Captain Baxter asked.

“I will break one of his limbs for you,” J’hana said determinedly.

“No. It wasn’t that. He just had this song in his head, and now it’s stuck in mine.”

“Oh, I hate that, too,” Baxter said. “This one time on the Secondprize, I had ‘I’m a little teapot’ stuck for almost two weeks.”

“‘I’m a little teapot?’” Richards asked.

“Never mind. Long story.”



Bradley’s estimation of his foe had risen considerably by the time the President left the bridge of the Explorer. He was dealing with someone or someones able to alter the ship’s sensor logs to hide Madison’s visit from the night before.

Also, assuming this person had somehow beamed in, shouldn’t the Explorer’s bridge been alerted to the intruder? Was some sort of stealth transporter in use?

None of this made any sense unless…

A slight smile spread across Bradley’s face as he suddenly realized who was behind his nocturnal visit.

“Very clever, Captain Baxter,” Bradley said softly. “But saying ‘boo’ to me in the middle of the night is not going to persuade me to turn this ship around.”

So Baxter wanted to play games. Well, Bradley wasn’t interested, and he was determined to shut this charade down quickly. First, he needed to locate Madison. She was obviously one of Baxter’s crew. All Bradley needed to do was put a real name with her face, then he would confront her alone.

But before he could do that, he had Explorer personnel records to examine. Madison was in there somewhere. He was sure of it.



“Has he left the bridge?” Agent Sara Madison asked as she stepped onto the cramped control deck of the small craft currently running cloaked beside the USS Explorer.

“Five minutes ago,” her colleague, Agent Fideaux replied.

“Status of the Explorer?”

“Unchanged.”

“Unchanged?” Madison said confused. “I would have expected Captain Baxter to jump at the chance to return to the comfort of Federation space. Maybe he liked his time in the Delta and Gamma Quadrants more than I was led to believe.”

“Or maybe President Dillon didn’t ask him to change course.” Fideaux said.

“Of course, he did. Why else would he have gone to the bridge?”

“I don’t know, but that ship is still on course for the Bast, and I seriously doubt it’s going to take them much longer to fix the warp drive. As it was, we were fortunate that the ship veered into Audrianis space and got attacked allowing us to catch up with them before they got much farther away.”

Madison frowned. “You sound like you don’t believe that President Dillon will heed my warnings.”

“I just think he may need a bit more…encouragement.”



Captain Baxter was turning out to be a more cunning adversary than Bradley had anticipated. He’d been through the records of every single person on the Explorer, including the civilians, yet he hadn’t found anyone who matched the appearance of the Madison woman who’d been in his quarters the previous evening. It was obvious to him now that Madison had been someone else in disguise. Now that he thought about it, her face did seem somewhat unnatural looking.

So confronting Baxter with his own accomplice was not going to happen. No matter. But if this was to be a war of wills between the Starfleet Captain and the President of the Federation, Bradley was going to do all he could to be prepared for whatever trick Baxter might pull next. He’d read Baxter’s personnel file (a document that must keep the Admiralty up at night), but now he needed insights into Baxter’s mind.

Normally, he’d invite the ship’s counselor out to dinner and use the charm he’d honed in the world of sales to get the information out of her, but considering that the ship’s counselor was also Baxter’s wife, that seemed like a monumentally bad idea.

Instead, it was time to make use of his own resources with access to Baxter, namely Janice Browning.



The door to Browning’s quarters whooshed open revealing a young boy. At first glance, the lanky child seemed to be about twelve-years-old, but Bradley knew that he was actually not even two.

The boy looked confused for a moment, then his eyes widened as he recognized Bradley.

“Um…um…hi,” he said nervously.

“Hello! You must be Plato,” Bradley said smiling broadly. “It’s a pleasure to meet you.” He shook Plato’s hand.

“Thanks,” Plato replied, staring down at his feet.

“Is your mother here?”

“She’s replicating dinner.”

“Plato, who is it?” Browning’s voice called from the dining area.

“It’s the President!” Plato shouted, racing back into the quarters.

“Bradley?” Janice emerged from the dining area smiling. “What a surprise! Come on in. I was just getting dinner on. It’s replicated. I hope you don’t mind, but after cooking in the morning and doctoring all day, I need a break.”

“I don’t want to intrude,” Bradley said, stepping inside and allowing the doors to close behind him.

“You’re not,” Browning said. “And this will give Plato a heck of a story to tell at school tomorrow.”

“Maybe I should go with him tomorrow. I’ve never been a show- and-tell exhibit.”

“I thought that’s what politicians were most of the time.”

“When they actually have to run for office, I suppose. I managed to skip that part. I imagine my Presidency marks the first time in history somebody bought an office and nobody minded.”

“Better you than the Ferengi,” Browning replied.

“I’ll take that as a compliment,” Bradley said. “He’s a fine looking boy.”

“Yeah,” Browning said.

“A bit big for his age, though,” Bradley added with a laugh.

“Gotta love that Changeling DNA,” Browning said, turning back toward the dining area. “Come on. Let’s eat.”



Plato got over whatever shyness he may have initially had soon after Bradley sat down at the table. The boy was soon hitting Bradley with a barrage of questions about being President and his business.

“Are you the richest person in the universe?”

“Can you buy any planet you want?”

“Can you have people killed?”

“Are you more important than Uncle Andy?”

Bradley glanced at Browning after this last question. “Uncle Andy?”

“Andy and Plato are very close. He’s been like a father to him.”

“Really. I would have thought that Commander Richards…never mind. This isn’t an area where I need to be prying.”

“Is there another area where you planned to pry?” Browning said with a knowing smile.

“Actually, yes,” Bradley said. “I was curious about Captain Baxter.”

“What about him?”

“You obviously know him well. What sort of man would you say he is?”

“You want to know if he’s capable of completing this mission.”

“Something like that.”

“Andy will find a way,” Browning said. “He may be a bit unconventional, but he’s dedicated. He’ll get the job done. That’s not to say he’s reckless, though. I’ve never known him to let anything stand in the way of doing what’s best for the safety of his crew. He’ll do what he has to keep us safe.”

“I see.”

“Anything else?”

“He’s a good man. Earnest. Sweet. He and Commander Conway would go after each other occasionally, but other than that, Andy doesn’t have a vengeful bone in his body…and I should know. I’ve knitted enough of them.”

“Mom, is Uncle Andy in trouble?” Plato asked.

Bradley turned to Plato and smiled. “Absolutely not. I just wanted to learn a little more about him.”

“Oh I know about him!” Plato exclaimed. “He loves football. And he’s got a little girl named Steffie. And he’s married to Aunt Kelly. And they have a lot of pets. And one of them is Charlie the dog. And then there’s Fritz the cat. And…”



Bradley said his goodbyes soon after dinner and made his way back to his quarters. Browning invited him to stay longer, but he could tell that she was tired and anxious to spend some time alone with her son. There would be plenty of time to reminisce later in the voyage, and Bradley had gotten the information he came for.

From Browning description of Baxter, sending someone into Bradley’s quarters to threaten him was a bit out of character, but perhaps Baxter felt this situation warranted extreme measures. Was he so certain that the Bast would destroy them that he was willing to attempt to dupe the President of the Federation?

Bradley noticed a couple of his Secret Service agents shadowing him, which wasn’t exactly a surprise. There was only so long they’d tolerate his desire to move about the Explorer on his own. Perhaps he should have one of them stationed in his quarters tonight in case Madison reappeared.

No. He was not going to live in fear or change his routine in anyway what so ever. If she was going to come back, let her come.



She’d come. Bradley could sense her in his quarters as he awoke.

“Meow.”

Huh?

Bradley sat up in bed. “Lights.”

He had company, but it was of the feline variety. A cat stood at the end of his bed staring back at him almost questioningly.

“How did you get in here?” Bradley asked kindly. Truth be told, he’d always had something of a soft spot for cats. They were cute, sleek, and obviously had a lot more going on in their heads than the average canine.

Bradley held his hand out, and the cat hesitantly padded forward, eventually rubbing its head against the President’s fingers. Bradley noticed a small tag hanging from the collar around the cat’s neck. “Fritz” it read. On the back, in very small print, was a long missive threatening all kinds of horror and agony against anyone who didn’t immediately return the animal to Counselor Peterman.

“I think you’re staying with me tonight,” Bradley said smugly. Let Baxter have a night in hell as his wife rampaged about the cat. In the meantime, Bradley would enjoy the companionship.

“Pillow?” Bradley offered, gesturing to the pillow beside his own. Fritz stretched, then took Bradley up on his offer, curling up into a ball on the pillow as Bradley settled back in to his own.

“Lights out,” he commanded.

With Fritz breathing rhythmically next to him, Bradley soon fell into a deep sleep until…

Another presence.

This time it had to be her.

Bradley lay still, feigning sleep for a few moments as he listened intently, trying to ascertain what she was doing.

“I know you’re awake, Mister President,” Madison’s voice announced haughtily.

“HISSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSS.”

“What is that supposed to mean?” Madison snapped.

“Lights,” Bradley said, sitting up in bed.

Madison’s eyes locked on Fritz. “Nice cat,” she said, trying to cover her earlier flub.

“He has good taste as well,” the President replied. “State your business, then get out of here.”

“My business is the same as before. Why haven’t you ordered the Explorer back to Earth?”

“Because I’m on to you,” Bradley said, climbing out of bed while Fritz stalked around warily. “So you can go back and tell Baxter that I’m not canceling this mission. It was a good try, but Bradley Dillon is not easily fooled.”

“Baxter? I’m not working for Captain Baxter,” Madison said confused.

“Which is exactly what someone working for Baxter would say.”

“I’m not working for him!” Madison said growing angry. “How dare you insinuate such a thing! It’s insulting!”

“This is just pathetic.”

“I am a highly trained operative for Section 31. We’ve existed in secret for two centuries controlling things from behind the scenes. We run this whole Federation!”

“You seemed to have confused yourself with me,” Bradley replied.

“Oh yeah! Try and do something Section 31 doesn’t want to happen and see how far you get.”

“Such as going to the Bast?”

“Exactly!”

“I seem to be doing pretty well so far.”

“I’m warning you!”

“And I’m bored,” Bradley shot back. “If the most fearsome weapon your so-called Section 31 has at its disposal is interrupting my sleep, I suggest you skulk back to whatever hole you crawled out of and stay out of my way. I have a galaxy to run.”

“That’s it,” Madison fumed.

“I believe it is. Good night.”

“I’m serious. I’m going to blow up the Explorer.”

Bradley laughed. “By annoying it into self destructing?”

“I have the resources.”

“Even if you did, the resulting investigation would reveal sabotage and expose you and your entire ‘secret’ organization.”

Madison regained her composure and rose from her chair. “That’s assuming there are signs of sabotage to reveal,” she replied mysteriously. “Good night, Mister Dillon.”

She headed toward the exit, then stopped, turning back toward him. “Oh, if twelve hours from now, the Explorer is heading back to Earth, I might consider sparing you all. If not…”

Madison turned to leave again, prompting Bradley to do something a bit outside of his presidential job description: he jumped her.

The pair fell to the deck, writhing about as Bradley tried to get on top of Madison and pin her arms down.

“President Dillon to…”

ZAAAAAAAAAP!

Madison managed to hit a concealed switch in her black outfit or perhaps it was some kind of device she was carrying. Bradley wasn’t sure what. All he did know was that he was now in some serious pain as electric jolts coursed through his body.

Madison stood up as Bradley convulsed at her feet.

“Twelve hours,” she said. And then she was gone.



“I appreciate you coming,” President Dillon said as he lay on his bed while Dr. Janice Browning ran a tricorder over him.

“Who am I to refuse a Presidential Summons?” Browning replied, a slight smile breaking through the look of concentration on her face. “I was a bit surprised, though. I thought you had your own medical hologram.”

“I do,” Bradley replied. “However, all of its findings are immediately sent to PMS.”

“Do I even what to know what that means?”

“The Presidential Monitoring Service. The health of the Chief Executive is of great concern to the Federation Council.”

“I’d imagine,” Browning remarked. “So I’m guessing you have a reason for not telling them something literally shocked the hell out of you?”

“Is there any permanent damage?” Bradley asked, ignoring the question.

“Well, your nervous system shows residual signs of massive electrical surges, but I don’t see anything that looks permanent.” She loaded a hypospray and pressed it against Bradley’s neck. “There. That should speed the healing and make you more comfortable.”

“Thank you, Janice.”

“So, are you going to tell me what happened?”

“I’m afraid I can’t.” Bradley actually felt that Browning would believe his story about Section 31, but then she’d feel obligated to go to Captain Baxter. Bradley was now positive Baxter wasn’t involved. He may not want to go to Bast space, but Bradley doubted Baxter would ever condone such an attack on another person, especially the President of the Federation. Madison’s zapper was cruel, efficient, and damn painful. So Baxter was innocent, but he, along with everyone else on the Explorer, could end up dead if Bradley revealed Section 31’s existence.

“Uh huh,” Browning said, eyeing him. “Well answer me this then. What is Fritz doing in here?”

“He arrived last night…of his own accord.”

“That doesn’t surprise me. He has a way of getting around. I’ll take him back to Kelly.”

“That’s really not necessary,” Bradley said quickly.

Browning smiled. “All right. If Kelly asks about him, I’ll stall her.”

“Thank you.”

“If you need anything else, just let me know,” Browning said as she packed up her medkit. “But if you get hurt again, you’re telling me how it happened. Got it?”

“Yes, Doctor,” Bradley replied with a chuckle. Browning patted Bradley on the arm, then headed out of his quarters.

“That just leaves the two of us,” Bradley said, sitting up in bed where he could see Fritz, who was resting lazily in the chair Madison had occupied during both of her visits. “And the small problem of preventing the destruction of this ship. So Fritz, if you were going to blow up the Explorer, how would you do it?”

The only reply Bradley received was a twitch of the cat’s ears.



“He’s still in his office?” Agent Madison asked as she looked over Agent Fideaux’s shoulder at the feed from the Explorer’s internal sensors the Section 31 ship was monitoring. “With only three hours left?”

“He’s still looking over ship schematics,” Fideaux replied as President Bradley Dillon sat almost immobile at his desk reading a monitor. “I’m sure once the deadline approaches and he still hasn’t found the device, he’ll have the Explorer turn around.”

“We’ll see.”

“You don’t think President Dillon is going to find your device, do you?” Fideaux asked concerned. The Cayouian agent wasn’t thrilled with idea of destroying an entire ship of innocents just to stop Bradley Dillon, but better that than have proof of the existence of Section 31 fall into the President’s hands.

“Actually, I hope he does,” Madison replied with an evil smirk as she headed out of the cockpit, leaving Fideaux to wonder just what his partner was up to.



Bradley Dillon had very rarely gotten to the point of desperation in his life. Sure he’d been in the occasional tight spot, but the current situation was driving him nuts. He had less than an hour until Madison’s deadline, and he still had no idea how she intended to destroy the ship. The warp core was still shut down, which eliminated one possibility, but there were still a lot of Engineering areas around that could potentially lead to the destruction of the ship if they were tampered with. And Madison said it wouldn’t look like sabotage. What if she was just going to attack them from another ship? How was he supposed to stop her short of running onto the bridge screaming that they were all in danger?

Or ordering the ship to turn around. That’s what Madison wanted, and unless Bradley convinced Captain Baxter that some woman had been able to slip on board without alerting anyone and that she intended to kill them all, Bradley would have to comply.

It was certainly the reasonable plan. Back up plan anyway.

He had a bit of time before the deadline, so the least he could do was check out a few of the likely sabotage points he saw in the Explorer’s schematics. Bradley made a couple of last second preparations, then headed out of his office.

As he passed by his quarters, the doors slid open allowing Fritz to scamper out into the hall. “So you can operate the doors yourself?” Bradley said with a grin as Fritz rubbed up against his leg. “Clever kitty. Are you heading back home now?”

Fritz rubbed Bradley’s leg again, then fell into step beside him. “Sticking with me then?” Bradley continued. “Well, I can’t promise a very exciting or scenic stroll, but if things don’t go well, I’ll at least be able to return you to the bridge when I go humiliate myself in front of your owner.”

Bradley, with Fritz in tow, entered the nearest turbolift and descended to the main engineering level, pulling a Sense-O-Matic from his pocket as they went. The Sense-O-Matic wasn’t quite as powerful as a tricorder, but it would suit Bradley’s purposes.

He passed a pair of ensigns in the corridor, who eyed him with a mix of astonishment and confusion. Bradley nodded and smiled as they went by, then returned to studying the readouts on the Sense-O-Matic. He wasn’t an engineer or a scientist, though. He would certainly react if the Sense-O-Matic detected traces of an explosive or an unusual buildup of energy, but what could he do beyond that?

“Meeeeooooooowwww!” Fritz howled from down the corridor. Bradley looked up from the Sense-O-Matic to see the feline scratching at a heavy set of double doors label “Anti-Matter Storage.”

“I doubt they have a cat box in there,” Bradley said.

“Meeeoooooooooooooowwww!” Fritz howled again.

Bradley looked at the cat quizzically. Animals were known to have the ability to detect certain dangers before they occurred. He remembered stories of dogs and cats acting oddly before earthquakes and tornados on Earth before humanity was able to deal with those forces of nature. Perhaps Fritz was acting on a similar instinct. At this point, Bradley was willing to follow the cat’s lead. And Anti-Matter Storage sounded like as reasonable of a place as any to search.

He stepped through the doors and found himself in a room lined with massive white vats of anti-matter being held carefully in forcefields until needed for use in the ship’s engines, at which point the anti-matter would be taken out through the forcefield-lined conduits in the ceiling twenty-feet above.

“Meow,” Fritz stated, still standing the corridor. Bradley turned in time to see the cat stalking away just as the doors slid shut, leaving Bradley alone in the storage room.

“All right,” he said to himself. “Let’s see if there’s anything here that doesn’t belong.” Bradley programmed the Sense-O-Matic to sweep the storage vats, checking to see if any one was different from the others. Seconds later, the device blipped an answer. The outline of a small box-shaped object, about six inches square, was displayed on the back of the vat on the far left-hand side of the room.

“Well, that was easy,” Bradley remarked, heading back to the indicated object. Of course, it would just be a random bit of engineering equipment that had every business being on that vat, but Bradley needed to be sure.

He moved around the vat to its rear side where the box had been placed, then stopped cold as his eyes locked on the light-green casing of the item and recognition hit him. He knew exactly what this was:

A Dillon Enterprises 3368 Heat-To-Go. Normally, the box served as a compact, convenient source of heat for colonists or campers in the wilderness, but, judging from the awkward fit of the casing, this one had been modified.

Bradley quickly pulled another small device out of his pocket, then ripped the Heat-To-Go off of the vat. He slapped the device on the heater and leapt back, just as the heater erupted into a ball of blazing white heat with the intensity of a mini-sun at the same time Bradley’s device erected a forcefield shell around the heater.

The President leapt back as the heat assaulted his body for a split-second before the Port-A-Field fully snapped into place. He didn’t move for several seconds as his mind raced. Would the modified Heat-To-Go even have penetrated the anti-matter storage vat? Possibly not. Did that mean that Madison had another device in place somewhere else? Or was her goal something else entirely? He now suspected that she had no intention of destroying the Explorer at all.

One thing was certain. Fritz was owed a rather large treat.

Bradley’s skin suddenly blazed with pain as his nerves got over the initial shock of the Heat-To-Go’s explosion.

Okay. Two things were certain. Fritz was owed a rather large treat, and Bradley really REALLY needed to see Janice Browning.



“Sunburn?” Dr. Browning asked incredulously as she treated Bradley while he sat on his bed in his quarters.

“I was tanning, and I neglected to turn the holodeck safeties on,” Bradley replied. He’d already disposed of his singed suit from his adventure in the Anti-Matter Storage Room, so there was no evidence to contract his story.

“Where were you simulating getting this tan? On the surface of the sun itself?”

Bradley laughed. “You do have such a wonderful bedside manner,” he said warmly.

“Thank you,” Browning said. “Now about this burn.”

“It feels much better now.”

“Good. Now you’re sure this has nothing to do with that shock I treated you for this morning?”

“Completely separate.”

“Uh huh,” Browning replied skeptically.

“I was hoping that you could do me another medical favor, though. I’m having trouble sleeping.”

“I can give you a sedative.”

“Do you have anything that comes in a hypospray? I dislike swallowing medications,” Bradley said.

“Does the PMS know you’re a big baby?” Browning asked with a grin.

“You’re just lucky insulting the President isn’t a rehabilitation colony offense,” Bradley replied with mock anger as Browning dug a hypospray out of her medkit and loaded it.

“There. This is a week’s worth. I’ve set the hypospray to administer the doses accordingly.”

“Thank you, Janice. I really appreciate this.”

“Tell you what. How about you invite me over for dinner one night to pay me back. I want to eat like the President.”

“To be honest, I eat a lot of your recipes from your time at Dillon’s Restaurant. Replicated, unfortunately, but they are your recipes.”

“Really?” Browning asked touched.

“You are the best cook I’ve ever had.”

“Well, I had a good boss to encourage me,” Browning replied. “Now get some rest.”

“I’ll do that,” Bradley said as Browning left the room. “But not right now,” Bradley added quietly as he set to work adjusting the hypospray.



“What did you want?” Agent Madison asked in annoyance as she entered the cockpit of the small Section 31 ship where Agent Fideaux sat watching the Explorer on the viewscreen.

“So are we not blowing up the Explorer now?” Fideaux asked.

“What?”

“Your deadline passed an hour ago, but the ship’s still there.” In all honesty, Fideaux was relieved. Maybe Madison had found a way to complete their mission without a body count. That would be a welcome change from some of his past Section 31 assignments. Fideaux believed in the goal of the Section, but sometimes he wondered if he really had the stomach for the work that they sometimes had to do.

“Yes,” Madison said distractedly as she glanced down at the sensor logs from the Explorer’s Anti-Matter Storage Room. As she’d hoped, Bradley had found the present she’d left for him. Unfortunately, he’d survived, but that was an issue that she could deal with tonight…personally.



This was torture. Absolute torture. How could it be so hard just to lay still? The harder Bradley tried, the more his limbs screamed to move. Random itches developed across his back and legs. His left leg began to cramp. How was he supposed to feign sleep under these conditions? Why didn’t Madison just show up?

“Restless night, Mister President?” Madison’s voice said smugly.

Bradley shot up in bed. He’d been so busy fighting his desire to move that he hadn’t noticed Madison’s arrival.

“Here. Let me save you the trouble,” she continued. “Lights.”

And there she was. Sitting comfortably in the armchair across from his bed.

“I wondered when I’d see you,” Bradley said.

“You mean if you’d see me,” Madison said. “Frankly, you’re lucky to be alive right now.”

“So I noticed. Clever plan, I might add.”

“Plan?” Madison said, feigning innocence.

“You convinced me that you were going to destroy the Explorer, so that I would go searching for a potential explosive. However, what I found was a device from my own company. A device that had been modified to kill me, I might add. So I die from a massive blast of heat, making it look like I was incinerated while attempting to sabotage the anti- matter tanks with a Dillon Enterprises product. Of course, the modified heater wouldn’t have actually damaged the tanks, but it would be enough to incriminate me posthumously. I’m dead, my image is disgraced, the Explorer goes home, and the Bast are left alone. Does that cover things?”

“Pretty much,” Madison said with a nod. “You missed one small detail, though.”

“Oh really?”

“Nothing major. Just the part where I kill you anyway,” Madison said pulling a small device out of her pocket that Bradley could only assume was some type of energy weapon.

“This won’t look accidental,” Bradley said, reaching under the covers for the small switch he’d rigged earlier that day.

“At this point, I can’t say that I care. That Andorian fool who runs Baxter’s security will be so busy rampaging through the ship and beating potential suspects that she won’t even consider that it might be an outside job. And even if she did suspect it, she’d never find me. Section 31 specializes in not being found.”

“That would be more believable if their agents shut up occasionally,” Bradley retorted.

“I am so going to enjoy this,” Madison said, raising her weapon.

“Not as much as I will,” Bradley replied, tapping the switch he’d palmed. Madison felt a sudden poking in her rear as the hypospray Dr. Browning had given Bradley jabbed up against her hind-quarters, emptying a week’s worth of sedative into her system.

“Not…fair,” Madison managed to slur out before she collapsed to the deck unconscious. Bradley leapt out of bed and tossed his suit back on while Madison lay insensate on the floor.

“That will teach you not to always use the same chair,” Bradley said, rolling Madison over and searching her pockets. He’d have to make sure to retrieve the empty hypospray from the remote-activated arm he’d rigged in the seat of the arm chair that afternoon. No sense having Browning suspect any more than she already did. In the meantime, though, it was time to take the battle to the enemy.

Finally, he found what he was looking for. A small transporter retrieval beacon. Holding Madison’s weapon at the ready, Bradley activated the beacon while keeping a foot resting on top of the unconscious Section 31 operative. Seconds later, a transporter bean enveloped them both.



Bradley and Madison rematerialized in a small transporter alcove leading out into a black-walled corridor illuminated only by the occasional blazing white light mounted in the ceiling overhead. Section 31 obviously wasn’t much for design aesthetics.

With Madison still sleeping soundly, Bradley entered the corridor proper. Five doors confronted him. Two on one side, one on the other, a heavy set of double doors at one end of the corridor, and a less impressive set of double doors at the other end. With no obvious signs of a turbolift or ladder confronting him, Bradley decided the smaller set of double doors was his best bet for finding the ship’s bridge.

Bridge turned out to be something of an overstatement. The room was little larger than the cockpit of a runabout. A lone figure sat in the pilot’s seat.

“Is he going to turn the ship around?” the figure asked, turning in his seat. Bradley was confronted by another black-clad…person. Person was being generous considering the hideous red-shelled carapace facing Bradley. Bradley recognized the species. Cayouian. It looked more like somebody had stuck arms and legs on a crawfish.

Fortunately, the Cayouian agent was just as surprised to see Bradley, giving the President a chance to recover and aim his weapon. “P-p-p-president Dillon!”

Bradley felt some sense of satisfaction upon seeing that the Cayouian was suitably impressed by his presence. “Who are you?” Bradley said.

“Fideaux. Agent Fideaux.”

“Well, Agent Fideaux. You friend Agent Madison and I have had a few conversations that haven’t exactly ended to my liking; therefore, I thought I’d see if I had better luck with you,” Bradley replied, taking at seat at a console diagonal from Fideaux. Close enough to be friendly, but far enough out of reach that Fideaux couldn’t take him by surprise.

Settled into a seat, Bradley continued, “Before you think about attempting to harm me in any way shape or form, I want you to know that I am currently carrying a Dillon Enterprises model signaling beacon that will, with a word or a tap from me, activate, announcing my presence on this ship to everyone within a parsec. You may be cloaked now, but when this beacon goes off, you can bet that the Explorer crew is going to detect it and figure out you’re here within a matter of seconds.” Actually, they’d probably stand around staring at each other in utter confusion, but the important thing was getting Fideaux to buy it, which he seemed to be. “So, can we have a civilized conversation?”

“All…all right,” Fideaux said, glancing quickly between Bradley’s face and the weapon in his hand.

“Good. It’s far more pleasant for me to deal with someone reasonable, being a reasonable man myself. First, let me make sure I’m completely up to speed about your side of things. This Section 31 of yours is afraid that if I go to the Bast, I’m going to endanger the Federation. Is that it?”

“That’s what I was told.”

“Right. So let me ask you this. If I am a businessman, which I am, why would I do anything that would endanger my flow of income?”

“I’m not sure.”

“And if I’m the President of the United Federation of Planets, a position I paid a great deal of money to obtain, why would I throw away that investment by destroying the very government I’m in charge of?”

“Again, I’m not sure. My orders…”

“Remember, I’m a businessman,” Bradley continued. “Risk is a part of business, but the key is to take sensible risks. Risking death and destruction just isn’t sensible. Do you get what I’m saying here?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Do you trust me?”

“I believe so, sir.”

“So will you leave me alone and let me go about my business?”

“I can ask the Section Head to review the facts.”

“No…review,” Madison’s voice gasped. Bradley and Fideaux spun in their chairs to see Madison slumped against the door frame, another weapon grasped in her hand. Bradley couldn’t help but be impressed by the woman’s constitution and fortitude. The average human would have been sleeping that sedative dose off for at least a day or two.

“Kill him…now,” she said.

“I think I’d prefer the review,” Bradley said.

“It would be proper considering what President Dillon told me,” Fideaux said to his partner.

“Kill! Now!”

“Do you mind?” Bradley asked Fideaux, raising his weapon toward Madison.

“I guess not. But tap that red control on the left there. It should change to green. That’s stun.”

“Oh, thank you,” Bradley said, following the instruction as Madison attempted to aim her own weapon through drug-blurred vision. Her arm wobbled slowly up and down until Bradley fired, dropping Madison to the deck in a single blast.

“It’s been a pleasure doing business with you,” Bradley said to Fideaux with an appreciative nod. “Now if you’d be so kind as to send me back to my quarters before you head back to your home base.”

“Sure.” Fideaux paused for a moment, then glanced at Bradley nervously. “President Dillon, could I ask for one thing?”

“An autograph?” Bradley replied with an understanding smile.

“Yes.”

“Of course,” Bradley said, prompting Fideaux to scramble for a padd and stylus.



Bradley decided that another breakfast at Space Tastes was in order the next morning. The same table he’d had during his previous breakfast was available again, prompting him to consider asking Janice to place a permanent reservation on it for him.

He’d managed to get settled and give his order to the Yynsian waitress when Captain Baxter entered the restaurant. The captain spotted Bradley immediately and headed toward his table.

“Mister President,” Baxter said by way of greeting.

“Good morning, Captain,” Bradley replied jovially. “I’d invite you to join me, but I’m afraid I didn’t order any grapefruit today.”

“Thanks, but I need to get breakfast back to Kelly and the baby,” Baxter said, ignoring the sarcasm in Bradley’s voice. “I just wanted to let you know that Engineering has nailed down that anomaly in the warp coils, so we’ll be engaging the warp drive within the hour.”

“I’m glad to hear it.”

“So you see, we took care of everything. There was a problem, and we solved it without Hartley. In short, this ship runs just fine without you needing to get involved in our day-to-day operations.”

“Of course,” Bradley said with a bemused smile.

“What’s so funny?”

“Nothing.”

“We took care of it!” Baxter snapped.

“No doubt.”

“Why are you smiling?”

“No reason.”

“That’s it. I’m getting breakfast,” Baxter said, storming away from the table.

Janice Browning arrived a few moments later carrying Bradley’s breakfast. “Was that Andy?” she asked.

“Yes. Captain Baxter was just updating me on our engine status.”

“Uh huh.” Browning watched Baxter, who was currently giving his order at the take-out window. “So why does he look like he wants to rip you in half.”

“I have no idea,” Bradley replied. He pulled the empty hypospray out of his pocket and handed it to Browning. “Thank you for this, but I didn’t end up needing it. I took the liberty of disposing of the sedative, though, since you obviously couldn’t reuse a medication that had been dispensed.”

“Actually, if it never left the vial…”

“Oh, I’m sorry then,” Bradley said.

“Don’t worry about it,” Browning said. “So how did you solve your sleeping problems?”

Bradley looked up at Browning and smiled the smile of a man no longer worried about Section 31 or even the incessant thrum of the warp engines.

“I got ear plugs.”



THE END.



NEXT:



Lt. Commander Vansen makes no secret of the fact that she hates the U.S.S. Explorer and her crew. So it should come as no surprise that, when an opening for captain comes up aboard another starship, she’s eager to take advantage of it. But it might be a surprise that she has to fight Commander Emily Sullivan, formerly of the Secondprize, for the job. Whose sarcasm will pay off in the end? Aren’t you just dying to find out?




Battle of Orleans



The fact that her quarters were completely dark didn’t come as a surprise to Nell Vansen, as she leaned up in bed.

No, they were supposed to be, since she’d turned the lights off before going to sleep, after going off-shift, after a particularly trying nightshift of talking Lieutenant Sefelt out of the captain’s readyroom. Apparently, the always-neurotic ops chief had thought he’d seen a mouse at his feet. Vansen had assured him numerous times that it couldn’t be a mouse, until, while pacing the bridge and trying to talk Sefelt out, she heard a shrill squeak under her boot.

She’d stepped on the mouse, and killed it, much to Sefelt’s relief.

J’hana, however, was not happy, as she’d apparently been saving it to feed to her Klargian serpent beast. Vansen had tried to explain to J’hana that Klargian serpent beasts were not allowed on Federation starships, and J’hana promptly spat on her.

So Vansen went to bed after taking two showers (one sonic, one watery) and putting J’hana on report. Not that it would matter; she knew Captain Baxter and Commander Richards would do nothing about it.

Now she was stirred awake, and it wasn’t the fact that her quarters were dark that disturbed her.

It was the fact that someone was knocking on her door.

Knocking.

“What do you want?” she demanded, sliding out of bed and pulling a black silk robe on over her command red tanktop and shorts. Much more dignified pajamas than the Janeway-class nightgown, or the “Starfleet Petite” nighty, or Captain Baxter’s adolescent “jammies.”

“Mremrmmmmerumum!” came the muffled voice through the door.

“Just use the comm system for pete’s sake!” she said, approaching the door. It didn’t open.

“Rumpowermum!” It was a male voice, for certain, and an authoritative one. Not one of the crew, for sure.

Vansen ripped open the panel beside her door and pumped the manual lever, easing the door open, to reveal Federation President Bradley Dillon, holding a Federation-issue palm beacon up to his face.

“–out on every deck, from what I can tell, and nobody is telling me anything. The Captain and the First Officer can’t be found, and I want some answers,” Bradley was saying.

“You don’t halfway say,” Vansen replied, and peeked out of her door. It was true. There was no light coming from anywhere. The ship was dark. At least the gravity was still operational. Otherwise, she’d probably be glued to the ceiling about now. Vansen turned and glanced out her windows, and sure enough, the stars were totally still.

“This is an intolerable delay in what will no doubt be a very long voyage,” Bradley continued. “And I demand you find the reason behind it!”

“Sir…” Vansen ran a hand through her ruffled hair, attempting to pull it back in some kind of order. “If I knew how to fix what’s wrong with this ship, we’d both be a lot better off.”

“Have you any idea where the captain has gone? I have checked his quarters, and Commander Richards’s. No one is in either place.”

“Not even the whiny…I mean the captain’s baby?”

“As I said, the cabins were empty.”

“Maybe they finally decided they had enough of being Starfleet officers,” Vansen said, tying her robe on. No reason to put on her uniform. The place was pitch black anyway.

“I have no time for your sarcastic remarks, Commander.”

“Then feel free not to listen to them. I’m going to get power back on line.”

“Finally, someone who can bring some order to this place!” Bradley exalted.

“Beacon,” Vansen mumbled, and grabbed the palm beacon from Bradley’s hand.

“And how am I supposed to find my way around?” Bradley said, his voice getting fainter as Vansen charged down the corridor.

“Don’t. Stay where you are. It’s safer that way,” she said, adding quietly, “because that way I won’t kill you for getting on my nerves.”

Vansen bathed the corridors with her palm beacon. Since it was barely ship’s morning, there weren’t many crew around. The ones who were, however, were probably running around in Jefferies tubes trying to get control of the situation. That would be difficult, though, since the ship was so large, and there was no way for the duty officers to talk to one another, since the comm system was obviously down. She could hear the muffled calls of crew trapped in various rooms, obviously too stupid to figure out the door override controls. They could stand to sit tight a while. Wouldn’t hurt them.

Vansen pondered what Lt. Sefelt was going through at the moment, but decided it really wasn’t her concern. She had more important matters to attend to.

Right now, on the bridge, Lt. Commander Tilleran was the duty officer. Vansen figured Tilleran could take care of herself, and going to the bridge wouldn’t help matters anyway, because she knew exactly where the captain and the first officer were, and she wouldn’t even need to use the Jefferies tubes.

She arrived at Holodeck Five and knocked a pleasant “rat-a-tat- tat.” on the doors.

“Yoo-hoo. Anyone home,” she said dully. There was no response, which in itself didn’t surprise her much, since the doors were probably too thick to hear through anyway.

Vansen knelt beside the door and ripped the maintenance panel off, running her palm beacon over the array of isolinear chips. As she feared, the relays were burnt to a crisp. Some kind of overload in the holodeck mainframe that cascaded through the ship’s entire power system.

Easily bypassed. If anyone with a Grade 7 or above engineering rating had been nearby, the ship would be fully operational already.

Vansen tapped a staccato of controls on the panel beside the wall of chips, activating the primary Holodeck bypass. She reversed a few isolinear chips and punched up the main computer’s Reboot and Restore program.

Then she looked around. For a few seconds, nothing happened. Then the Restore program kicked in, and the corridor lights flickered back on.

So, too, did the holodeck doors open.

What Vansen faced was enough to make her want to get back into bed: Captain Baxter squatting on a checkered picnic blanket, wearing only swimtrunks, patting his screaming baby on the back, as she puked all over the orange-grid holodeck floor.

Counselor Peterman was laying nearby, staring idly up at the ceiling, and Doctor Janice Browning was kneeling beside Commander Richards, studying a bruise on his elbow.

“What the hell happened?” Captain Baxter asked, upon seeing Vansen.

Vansen stepped forward. “What always happens when you run the picnic program, captain.” She leveled a steely gaze on Browning. “THIS one overloaded the holodeck-replicator interface when she asked for her picnic basket.”

“But I–” Browning said.

“The thing was the size of a shuttlepod,” Richards admitted. “What the hell was in there?”

“You’ll never find out!” Browning said, letting Richards’s elbow drop to the deck.

“Ouch!”

Vansen looked around. “I assume you all understand that this is must never happen again.”

“I said I was sorry,” Browning mumbled.

“No, you didn’t,” Vansen snapped, and turned around. “Commander Richards, I’d get down to Engineering if I were you. There are bound to be some confused people down there dealing with a short-circuited warp engine.”

“Yeah,” Richards said, throwing a towel over his shoulder. “I was pretty much done swimming anyway.”

“And, Counselor Peterman,” Vansen said, stopping by the holodeck door.

“Lieutenant Sefelt, right,” Peterman said. “Better go hug and cuddle him a while. And, Andy…”

Baxter stared down at Steffie and the puddle of puke. “Yeah. Vomit detail.” He looked up at Vansen. “Shouldn’t someone go check on the bridge crew?”

“I’m going back to bed. The bridge crew can kiss my ass, Captain.”



“Commander Vansen,” a voice trilled over the comm system, causing Vansen to once again lean up.

She glanced at the chronometer on her bedside table, which thankfully, much like the comm system, was once again working. It was 0900. She’d only gotten three more hours of sleep. Not the sack time she’d been hoping for.

“The Federation better be under attack from the Romulans, the Dominion, the Borg, and shoe salesmen,” she mumbled.

“Actually,” Lt. Commander Tilleran’s voice replied. “You have a call coming in on subspace.”

“Oh,” Vansen said, swinging her legs around. “Pipe it down here, then.”

“You know, I’m surprised someone actually feels like talking to you,” Tilleran said. “It makes me wonder if you’re not really the assanine person you make yourself out to be.”

“I am. Trust me, Commander. Now pipe the damn call down here.”

“You’re welcomed,” Tilleran mumbled, and cut the channel.

Vansen got up and walked over to her desk, turning the desktop terminal to face her and sitting down. She punched a control, and the Federation emblem appeared on the screen.

That emblem was soon replaced by the creased, brown paper bag of a face that belonged to Captain Jack Woodall. It was always said that there was a thin line between Woodall’s grimace and his grin, but right now Vansen was pretty sure he was grinning. “Commander Vansen!” he exclaimed.

“Captain…Woodall! It’s nice to hear from you.” It really was. After a somewhat embattled year serving on the Explorer, Vansen was relieved to see a friendly face, and someone she truly felt like talking to. She hadn’t experienced that in over a year, despite the fact that her husband had visited the ship a few months earlier. Sam DiSalvo didn’t count as someone she cared about seeing. Jack Woodall did.

The captain regarded her from the screen with his deep-set, scanning blue eyes. “Don’t you want to know why I called, Lieutenant Commander?”

“I’m curious, Captain. But I’ve got to admit, it would have to be pretty great news to cheer me up at this point.”

Woodall grinned. “I think this would qualify. You see, the Orleans just concluded a seven month mission, and when we put back into dock, I plan to retire. Hand in my pips. And that leaves us with an opening I think you’d be eminently qualified for.”

Vansen’s mouth hung open. She couldn’t speak.

“Well? Don’t you have anything to say?”

Vansen just nodded.



“Leave?” Baxter asked, staring up at Vansen as she stood on the other side of his desk. “But how can you do that?”

“Easy. I have vacation days saved up. Unlike some people I know who squandered their vacation days going to the Vega system to watch a minor league football team.”

Baxter leaned up, his face collapsing into a frown. He arranged some padds in front of him, in an effort to look professional, Vansen figured. He probably didn’t even know what was on the padds. “You may very well have vacation days saved up, and as much as I’d love to let you go your merry way, I’m afraid I can’t do it. You’re needed here. And if we were to drop you off somewhere, our ‘mission,’ to find the Bast would be severely delayed by picking you up. We already have to divert course to rendez-vous with Mirk and Hartley. We can’t afford another delay.” He lowered his voice to a mumble. “Or at least that’s what President Dillon tells us.”

“But I’d take one of our Cochrane-class shuttles!” Vansen said. “You’d only have to slow down a little bit for me to catch back up with you….” and Vansen lowered her voice. “If I even come back.”

“What is this all about?” Baxter asked, staring up at Vansen. It obviously bugged him that she was still standing, and thus was looking down at him. It made him feel inferior, Vansen knew, and she loved it.

“A personal matter,” Vansen said tersely.

“I see,” Baxter said, rapping his fingers on his desk. He picked up a padd. “This ‘personal matter’ doesn’t have anything to do with the retirement of Captain Woodall, does it?”

Vansen blinked. “How did you know about that?”

“Contrary to popular belief, I do read the memos around here. At least some of them. And I happen to know you used to serve on the Orleans. It only makes sense you’d go after the captain’s chair.” Baxter stood, now a head taller than Vansen, damn him. “And I also happen to know the Orleans is coming this way, on her way back from a deep space survey of Sector 8575309.”

“Maybe I just want to visit him since he’s in the neighborhood. Give him a pat on the back and wish him well with his retirement.”

“Yes, that would be a possibility,” Baxter said slowly, then slammed his hands down on the desk. “If you had a heart. But you don’t, Vansen. I know you. You’re after one thing only. Command of a ship. And if you can’t have this one, you’ll take the Orleans. Am I right?”

“Dead wrong. I don’t want this ship. I’d rather be the janitor on a garbage scow than command this flying loony bin. The Orleans is a real Starfleet ship, with a real Starfleet crew, who’s half-competent. That’s what I want, sir. And you have no business getting in the way of me getting there.” Vansen was now leaning in Baxter’s face. She could smell the musky odor of his Starfleet Red cologne, and it made her nose wrinkle.

“I’m not going to stand in your way, Vansen,” Baxter said, walking around his desk, toward the door to his readyroom. “As a matter of fact, I’m going to help you get there. I’m not granting you leave. I’m taking you directly to the Orleans, where I will personally give Woodall a ringing endorsement of you. Then you’ll get what you want and I’ll get what I want. Rid of you.” And Baxter regally gestured toward his door. “Ta-ta!”

“Captain, if I didn’t hate you, I’d kiss you,” Vansen said, and marched out of the room, a grin spreading across her face.

Things were really looking up.



“Define ‘oddity,’ Sullivan. We can’t afford to stop and smell every rose on the way back home. I have an appointment with retirement I intend to keep.”

Captain Jack Woodall ambled down to the front of the Orleans’ bridge, where Commander Emily Sullivan stood, hands clasped behind her back, regarding Woodall with an arched eyebrow.

“Oddity,” Sullivan said. “Noun. Meaning ‘a power build-up inside a planet’s core that seems to grow in intensity as we approach.’”

“As we approach?” Woodall said. “You mean as if it’s responding to us in some way?”

“That would seem to be the case,” Sullivan said, leaning over to check some readings on the console beside her chair. “The planet is a rogue, sir. Off the beaten path. It’s also reading as completely uninhabited. If there is some kind of alien technology in there, from an extinct race, it may be worth checking out. That is, unless you feel like you’d rather just get on with your retirement.” She grinned slightly at that.

“I think I have one more mission in me,” Woodall sighed, and walked back to the command chair. “Take us to the planet, and start scans. But be careful. If there’s an unusual power signature, the thing may very well blow up in our faces.”

“Sir, I’m shocked you’d think I was anything other than supremely careful,” Sullivan said, turning to face Ensign Markus Flagg, the Orleans’ helmsman. “Ensign Flagg, lay in a course for system DL-442.”

Flagg nodded, punching in the coordinates. “Yes, sir.” Sullivan never minded being called “mister” and “sir.” It made her feel more like she was on a real Starfleet ship. After a year of serving on the Orleans as its First Officer, she still wasn’t used to a competent, non-Secondprize operation. But she was enjoying the change of pace. That is, from a weird, silly pace, to a compent, forthright pace. And Woodall never picked up on her sarcasm, which was a bonus.

“What’s our ETA, Flagg?” Woodall asked, settling into the command chair as Sullivan walked over to join him in the seat to his right.

“Ten minutes,” Flagg said. “Should I alert the science departments to prepare to begin scanning?”

Woodall looked at Sullivan, nodding.

“Yes, Flagg, that’s a good idea,” Sullivan said. “Have the science departments begin their necessary preparations. And commend them on doing such a good job on that last nebula.”

“Indeed,” Woodall said.

Sullivan beamed on the inside, but didn’t let that betray her calm Starfleet demeanor. This is what it was meant to be like, serving on a Starfleet ship. Efficiency, order. Everybody knowing what they were supposed to do. Yeah, she missed the Secondprize, at least the people on the ship. But in terms of work environment, she preferred this. The universe was unpredictable enough. You wanted shipmates that knew their jobs well and could perform under pressure. The Orleans staff was more than capable of doing that.

Exactly ten minutes later, the Orleans pulled up near rogue planet DL-442.

“Readings,” Sullivan asked, turning to face Lieutenant Samantha Mulambwa, the Orleans’ science officer.

“Power reading has increased by three orders of magnitude as we approached. Now well within the terawatt range,” Mulumbwa said in her rich African accent. “Also reading a vast network of interconnecting caverns within the planet. Very little evidence of civilization on the surface; however, there do seem to be a number of dwellings beneath the three largest continents. Scans indicate the above ground ruins are at least a thousand years old.”

“A subterranean species?” Woodall said. “Well, it’s been a long time since Starfleet analyzed one of them.”

“Perhaps we should survey the planet,” Sullivan said. “Whatever is generating that energy signature is over a thousand years old. We might be able to discover new methods of power transfer and distribution.”

“Always thinking on your feet, Sullivan,” Woodall said. “But I don’t want to put your team in any unnecessary danger. Mulumbwa, can you vouch for the stability of that power source down there?”

“Captain!” came an addled voice over the comm. “That rogue planet is putting out a hell of a lot of power!” It was Chief Engineer Chull, the bombastic Bolian, interrupting in his charming, however inappropriate way. Sullivan smiled at that. Chull was the only officer who could be mistaken for a Secondprize crewman. He was blunt, obtuse, and usually said whatever was on his mind, which irritated most of the crew, except for Sullivan. It reminded her of her husband, another forthright and opinionated Engineer. But Chull wasn’t even aware of half the Terran terms that Scott Baird flung around, and he’d probably be more comfortable using Bolian vernacular to get his point across. “So,” he continued, “are we actually contemplating beaming down to this plupostic planet?”

“That’s a distinct possibility,” Woodall said. “Mulumbwa?”

“The power source is on the high end of the spectrum,” she affirmed. “Sensor readings are hazy at best in the areas surrounding the source. One thing is certain, the power source is stable and man-made.”

“Stable and man-made don’t usually go together,” Sullivan said, “But we’ll take your word for it.” She looked at Woodall. “Captain, I think it’s worth a look. It is, after all, why we’re out here.”

“Sir, caution is warranted,” said Lieutenant Brett Fontaine, the Orleans’ tactical officer. He was, without a doubt, the most flawlessly handsome man Sullivan had ever seen. The man, who had no visible physical flaws, also happened to exude absolutely zero personality. Not that it really bothered Sullivan. Personality or not, the man put naughty fantasies in Sullivan’s head just by standing there, arms folded, staring at his readouts, looking… delicious. Sullivan bit her lip and returned to task.

“Caution is warranted, perhaps,” Sullivan echoed. “But I think it’s a manageable risk.”

“We are in transporter range now,” Mulumbwa said, as the gray- blue DL-442 loomed big on the viewscreen.

“Standard orbit, Mister Flagg,” Woodall said, then turned to his first officer. “Form your team, Sullivan. Go down near the source of the power and try to determine what’s causing it.”

Sullivan stood up. “Aye, sir. Mulumbwa, Fontaine. You two are with me.”

“Good luck, Commander,” Woodall said briskly as Sullivan and her team marched crisply into the turbolift.

“We won’t be needing luck, sir,” Sullivan replied as the doors closed.

“We’ll see about that,” Woodall chuckled, just a few minutes before the red alert klaxons sounded, and all hell broke loose on the Orleans.



Baxter was on heading out of his readyroom when an alarming “bleep” sounded at Lt. J’hana’s station.

“Priority distress call, Captain,” J’hana sounded, tapping several controls on her panel and checking her screens. “It’s from the Orleans.”

Baxter turned to face the viewscreen. “Put it on.”

The image on the screen was a staticky visual of Captain Woodall, in the center of his bridge, bathed in the light or red alert.

“This is Captain Jack Woodall of the Orleans to any ship in range…including the Explorer. Please respond…we’re caught in some kind of–” Static overcame the screen and then it went dark, replaced with the array of stars the viewscreen usually displayed.

“That is the end of the message,” J’hana said.

Baxter walked around to the front of the bridge, where Tilleran was busily vacating the command chair in favor of her science console.

“Trace that signal,” Baxter said. “Find out where they were calling from.”

“On it,” Tilleran said.

“And page Commander Vansen. She may want to be in on this.”

“Think so?” J’hana asked archly.



BLEEP-EEEP!

Vansen looked up from her carry-on satchel. She’d been throwing together a few things, in anticipation of–finally–getting off the Explorer. “What.”

“It’s Commander Richards. Can I come in?”

“Why?” Vansen asked bluntly.

“Because I’d like to talk to you.”

“Why?”

“Just open up the door, please.”

Vansen sighed and turned toward the door. “Come.”

Richards stepped through, his shirtsleeves rolled up and his uniform front unzipped. “I just spent the last hour refitting the holodeck power relays and you won’t even give me the decency of a conversation.”

“You’re here now, aren’t you?”

“I just wanted to let you know that, while I was in Engineering, I spoke with Hartley on subspace. She and Mirk will rendez-vous with us in five days. She didn’t take kindly to having her honeymoon cut short, but after a nice, long talk I think she came around to my way of thinking.”

“You mean she yelled at you for a while and then closed the channel,” Vansen said.

“Um….maybe. But the point is, she’s on her way.”

“That’s good. We need our engineer back.”

Richards put his hands on his hips. “I was the Chief Engineer on this ship for four years. I kept her together pretty well.”

“I’m sure you did. Was that all you wanted to tell me?”

“No,” Richards said. “I talked to Captain Baxter. I hear you may be in line for a promotion.”

“It’s a possibility,” Vansen said brusquely. “What of it?”

Richards extended his hand. “Well, I wanted to shake your hand, is all. It’s not every day you’re offered the center seat.”

Vansen stared at Richards’s hand. There had to be some kind of motive behind this. “Are you hitting on me, Commander?”

“What?” Richards quickly withdrew his hand. “No, I just…I mean…I know we don’t always see eye to eye. As a matter of fact, we hate each other sometimes…but at the end of the day you’re at least a decent officer and I’m happy for you. Is that so hard to understand?”

“Everything this crew does is hard to understand,” Vansen said.

“You know, if you spent a little less of your energy hating us, this crew might function a lot more smoothly,” Richards mumbled.

“We won’t have to worry about that much longer, though, will we?” Vansen said, just as her combadge bleeped.

“Baxter to Vansen. You’re needed on the bridge.”

“What now?” Vansen sighed.

“Maybe Captain Baxter’s retiring too,” Richards offered.

“That’ll be the day,” Vansen huffed, and the two headed out of Vansen’s quarters.



“GONE?” Vansen exploded, staring over Tilleran’s shoulder at the readings on the Betazoid’s console. “What do you mean gone?”

“I mean the ship isn’t there. You want that in writing?” Tilleran snapped.

“How can an entire starship disappear?” Vansen said. “Are you sure we’re looking at the Orleans’ last known coordinates?”

“We traced the signal back to this point,” Tilleran said. “The Orleans was apparently in orbit of DL-442, a rogue planet in sector 8575101.”

“And then it just vanished?” asked Richards. “That’s peculiar.”

“Peculiar!” Vansen exclaimed, walking down to the command area. “It’s more than peculiar. It’s impossible. You can’t just….evaporate a starship. If it were destroyed, we’d see some signs of debris.”

“There is also no sign of an ion trail left by their engines that would signify them leaving orbit,” Tilleran said.

“Any wreckage on the planet?” Baxter asked.

“Readings are spotty. There’s a small power source emanating from the planet’s core that’s interfering with the readings.”

“Maybe that’s why the Orleans was in orbit,” Richards said. “To study the power source.”

“That still doesn’t explain where they went.” Vansen turned to face Baxter. “We have to go there. Find out what happened to that ship.”

“No kidding,” Baxter said. “If we can’t find the Orleans, we’ll never get rid of you.”

“As usual, Captain, you’ve cleverly gotten to the crux of the problem,” Vansen groaned, and walked over to the helm. “Lieutenant Madera, set a course for DL-442. Maximum warp.”

She looked back expectantly at Baxter.

“Oh, by all means, engage!” Baxter said. “Thanks for asking.”

“Don’t mention it,” Vansen said.



Vansen paced the bridge for the next hour, never once sitting down, to both Baxter and Richards’s extreme annoyance.

The bridge was, for the most part, quiet. The highlight came when Counselor Peterman called the bridge to inform Captain Baxter that Steffie had “gone poopie” on his Tellarite suede sofa.

But that was all about to change, Vansen thought, as DL-442 loomed on the viewscreen, big and grey.

“Standard orbit, Madera,” Baxter said, standing up and stepping toward the viewscreen. “Let’s see what we’ve got here.”

“Those power readings have been increasing steadily as we’ve approached, Captain,” Tilleran said. “They may be connected in some way to the disappearance of the Orleans.”

“Explain,” Vansen said.

“Well, I suppose it is possible that the planet’s core could generate enough energy to fire a beam capable of vaporizing the Orleans with no trace.”

“We’d be able to detect that,” Vansen said. “No, the Orleans is out here somewhere.”

“Perhaps she is cloaked,” J’hana suggested.

“And why the hell would that be?” Vansen snapped. “You think someone beamed aboard, put in a cloaking device, then made the Orleans invisible…just out of spite? Or for a good time?”

“I am just trying to be a contributing team member,” J’hana growled. “But if you would not like to hear my ideas, you are always welcomed to kiss my shlarvus.”

“I don’t know what that is and I don’t want to know,” Vansen said. “Commander Tilleran, what can you tell us about that planet?”

“The planet may have been inhabited at one time, but it isn’t now. I figure the ruins down there are at least a thousand years old. Maybe more. Mostly underground caverns and dwellings. The magnitude of the energy readings, if man-made, would suggest a sophisticated technology at work. I can’t be sure exactly what’s down there, though, because of that damned power spike coming from somewhere below the planet’s surface.”

“Then we beam down,” Vansen said, heading up to the turbolift. “Tilleran, J’hana, you two are with me.”

“Whoa, whoa, whoa!” Baxter said, turning on a heel. “We don’t know what happened to the Orleans, or if in fact it might happen to us, also. We need to make more thorough scans before we go charging down there! And you don’t get to beam down until I say so!”

“You are such a child,” Vansen grumbled. “And I’m telling you, we won’t get to the bottom of this mystery without beaming down to the planet and taking a look around. Whatever happened to the Orleans, this planet is the cause.”

“She’s got a point,” Richards said.

“Oh, don’t you start,” Baxter said. “Fine, Vansen. Take your team down there. Take your readings. But at the first sign of trouble, I want you to beam up…double time. You got that?”

“Aye…aye…Captain,” Vansen said, pointing at Tilleran and J’hana. “Let’s get going, people.”

“Meanwhile, we’ll be looking for the Orleans from up here,” Baxter said. “You never know. We might just get lucky.”

“Don’t count on it!” Vansen sapped, as she, Tilleran, and J’hana disappeared within the turbolift.

“What does she know,” Baxter said, sitting back down in the command chair, as something beeped at Lt. Howard Sefelt’s console.

“Captain,” Sefelt said, meekly turning in his chair.

“What, Howie?”

“That energy signature on the planet is growing exponentially.”

Baxter and Richards exchanged a quick, nervous glance.

“Think we should break orbit?” Richards asked. “Just to, you know, be on the safe side?”

“Nah,” Baxter said. “I’m sure it’s nothing.”



“She did not!” Lt. J’hana protested, as she finished materializing on the surface of DL-442.

“You must not have been paying attention,” Tilleran replied, looking out over the vast and uninteresting landscape–one charred and pitted with craters. The horizon was brown. The land was beige. It was barely a two-tone planet, at least on the surface. “But I swear to you, Chief Morgan winked at you when she engaged the transporter.”

“And what of it? Perhaps she was just being friendly.”

“Maybe she wants to beam you,” Tilleran replied, pulling out her tricorder and flipping it open.

“Maybe you’re both idiots,” Lt. Commander Vansen snapped, hands on hips, as she looked around the craggy landscape, which seemed to stretch for thousands of kilometers, with only boulders and craters to differentiate one landmass from another.

“Touchy,” Tilleran said, heading down a gravelly trail as she studied her readings. “Makes you think maybe Commander Vansen is missing something in her life, eh, J’hana?”

“Something I can provide,” J’hana said in a gutteral voice, withdrawing her phaser and pointing it forward–for no other reason than to feel useful and protective.

“A punching bag?” Vansen said, smiling with mock-glee. “How did you know?”

J’hana forged ahead, walking beside Tilleran as Vansen brought up the rear. “You are welcomed to punch me any time, Commander.”

“I’ll remember that,” Vansen said dully. “Can you tell me anything useful, Tilleran?”

“Besides that you’re obnoxious?” Tilleran asked, studying her readings. “How about this? The energy source we’re tracking is ahead about two hundred meters this way.” She pointed, then squinted at her tricorder and stared at the ground. Then she pointed down at the ground. “And two hundred meters that way.”

“Well, you did say it would be under ground. Can you get us to a tunnel, or am I going to have to order you two to start digging?”

“You would love that, wouldn’t you,” J’hana said, staring at Vansen.

“There’s a cave entrance just beyond that crater,” Tilleran said, again pointing the way as the group negotiated the rocky trail. “Up for a little hike?”

“Always,” Vansen said. “Let’s just get this overwith, so we can find the Orleans and–”

“WHOA!” Tilleran suddenly stopped, letting her tricorder drop to the ground. “What the hell!” She grabbed her head, dropping into a crouch.

J’hana knelt beside Tilleran. “Imzadi, I feel what you are feeling, but I don’t understand. What…”

“Gone…” Tilleran said slowly, looking up at the sky. “They’re all…gone.”

“Who?!?” Vansen demanded, but she had a sick feeling in the pit of her stomach she knew exactly who.

“The…Explorer,” Tilleran said breathlessly, squinting in the misty glare of a far-off sun. “The whole crew. All…gone.”

Vansen nodded. “Right. And I’m sure your Betazed senses never go on the fritz, do they?” She sighed and tapped her combadge. “Vansen to Explorer. Please respond and tell your science officer she needs her brain checked.” Vansen stood there, tapping her foot, waiting for an answer. “Um…Vansen to Explorer. Please respond!”

J’hana tapped her own badge. “J’hana to Explorer.”

There was no response.

Tilleran picked up her tricorder, then stood and straightened her tunic. “Anybody believe me now?”

Vansen said nothing, merely trudged off in the direction Tilleran had pointed, toward the crater, beyond which, she’d find the entrance to the caves below the planet, and hopefully some answers.

“She is annoyed,” J’hana observed, as she and Tilleran picked up the rear.

“Aren’t you?” Tilleran said. “A minute ago, we were investigating the loss of a starship. Now we’re also investigating the loss of our own. Doesn’t that bother you?”

“Honestly, no,” J’hana said, and took Tilleran’s hand.

“That’s sweet…I guess…” Tilleran said, and quickened her pace.



Thirty minutes later, after negotiating about a hundred meters below the planet’s surface, ducking through a spiralling network of caves, tunnels and cramped passages, the away team came to an open cavern, and J’hana nearly tripped on a stalagmite.

“ZHLARP!” the Andorian cursed as she pitched forward and slammed into the ground. “Stupid stalagmite,” she muttered, rolling onto her back. Only it didn’t turn out to be a stalagmite.

It was a petrified, lava-covered torso, emerging from the ground, arms upstretched as if he were swimming toward the surface. His horned skull, what part wasn’t covered in lava, looked to have been shorn of its skin long ago.

“Ah, and I was afraid we wouldn’t find any signs of life on this planet,” Tilleran muttered, aiming her tricorder at the lava-covered dead man. “I don’t recognize his species, but he’s carbon-based. Or was. Probably a member of this planet’s population.” She looked around. “That would certainly fit in with what I’ve observed about the geology of this place.”

Vansen, clearly impatient with the current predicament, whirled on a heel. “And that would be?”

“That this planet’s current state is the result of a massive volcanic eruption. One that happened, I’d say, about eleven hundred years ago.”

“So that’s why there are no thriving metropolises on the surface,” J’hana said.

“Metropoli,” Tilleran corrected.

“I think not,” argued J’hana.

“SHUT UP!” Vansen said. “Go on, Tilleran. What does that do for us?”

“Well, it finally gives me a topic for that paper I’ve been wanting to write for the Vulcan Science Directorate.”

“Great,” Vansen said. “But how the hell is it supposed to help us find our ships.”

“Oh, it’s not,” Tilleran admitted blankly. “But it does suggest that whatever technology is running that power source is probably long since disabled.”

“So much disabled that it couldn’t have possibly made our ships disappear?” Vansen asked.

“That I don’t know.”

“Then we keep moving forward.”

“There is, however, the possibility that, if the power source becomes unstable, it could explode and kill us all,” Tilleran said as she and J’hana followed Vansen into a tunnel that lead further down the path toward the power source.

“Thanks for sharing,” Vansen muttered. “This way, right?”

“Lead on,” Tilleran sighed.



J’hana had just finished reciting the Andorian poem “Slashed Antennae Underwear” out of boredom when the group came to the end of one of the many, many tunnels they had traveled through beneath the surface of DL-442, and faced what, oddly enough, looked like a giant metal door, complete with code-key panel.

“And that was the last of She’vath’s great works. That was published just after she impaled herself on a yard ornament, then pulled it out of her chest and used it to kill all forty of her children. Supposedly she wrote another few poems before she died of blood loss, but they’ve never been found.”

“Is she still talking?” Vansen asked Tilleran, as the Betazoid ran her tricorder over the code-key panel and the door.

“Not sure,” Tilleran said, looking from her readings to the code keys. “I’ve learned to phase her out over the years.”

“What?” J’hana asked, her antennae going ramrod straight.

“Just hold your phaser and look pretty, darling,” Tilleran said, and flipped the panel open, reaching deep inside a webbing of wires. “Let’s see. There’s got to be an override switch in here somewhere.”

“I could blow up the door,” J’hana said.

Tilleran worked her arm up into the inner workings of the panel, extending her tongue to the side as she twisted. “Nope. Not necessary. There!”

And, with a metallic “click!” the door sighed open.

Tilleran glanced back at Vansen and J’hana. “This is a momentous occasion, guys. I’d guess that no living person has entered this room for over a thousand years.”

When Tilleran turned back around, she came face to face with a tall, dark-brown-haired woman in piercing blue eyes and a Starfleet uniform.

“Hi!” she exclaimed.

“You were saying,” grunted J’hana.

“Who the hell are you?” Vansen snapped, then cocked her head, stepping closer to the newcomer, who apparently was a member of Starfleet. “Wait a minute. I remember you…”

Hands on hips, the tall woman nodded. “Aw, well I am just so honored.”

“The Secondprize,” Vansen muttered. “Just what we need. Someone from the Secondprize.”

“Emily Sullivan,” the woman said, extending her hand to shake hands with the person nearest her, which happened to be J’hana, who leered at her. “Most recently of the Orleans.”

“Oh,” Vansen said. “Right. You’re ops, aren’t you?”

“I’m the first officer,” Sullivan said rigidly. “Commander Emily Sullivan. I did say Commander, right?”

J’hana shook her head. “Indeed not. But rank is such a meaningless thing. What matters is what’s inside a person. Like…guts…” The Andorian smiled viciously and Tilleran slapped her shoulder.

“What the hell are you doing here?” Vansen asked.

“I was about to ask you the same thing,” Sullivan said, motioning to someone off in the distance of the cavernous silver sheening room, open like a warehouse and filled with rows of blinking panels, a Christmas display of oscillating controls. “Hey! Mulumbwa! Fontaine! The cavalry’s here!”

“There are others here?” Tilleran said.

“Just my away team,” Sullivan said, as Mulumbwa and Fontaine jogged up from an open bank of circuitry, tricorders in hand. “We were stranded here a few hours ago when we lost contact with the Orleans.”

“Of course, Woodall would send down an away team,” Vansen said thoughtfully.

“Actually, the away team was my idea,” Sullivan said. “We came to study an energy signature that seemed to increase as we approached. My team and I followed the signature to this room–”

“How did you get around that vault door?” Tilleran interrupted.

“If you go one corridor over, you’ll find a hatch complete with a very easy to use door handle,” Sullivan smirked.

“Oh,” Tilleran said, staring at her shoes.

Vansen took a step closer to Sullivan. “Listen here. Only I can be sarcastic to members of my away team.”

“I wasn’t being sarcastic…much,” Sullivan said. “Anyway. The signature dissipated almost as soon as we got here, and when we tried to report back to the Orleans, they were gone. We even went to the surface to see if the planet’s geological makeup was interfering, but we still couldn’t get through to the ship.”

“We know,” J’hana said.

“The Orleans is gone,” Vansen said. “No trace. And now, apparently, the same thing has happened to the Explorer.”

“The Explorer,” Sullivan said, looking at Vansen and her team. “Oh, wait just one minute. You mean THE Explorer. Baxter’s ship?”

“Yeah, what of it?” J’hana hissed.

“Oh, nothing,” Sullivan said, looking around idly. “It…just figures.’

“Be that as it may,” Vansen said. “We’re the ones who came to rescue you, except now, of course, we need to be rescued too.”

“Have you figured out how all this stuff works?” Tilleran asked, gesturing around at the walls of equipment in the room.

“Not as yet,” Lieutenant Mulumbwa replied, holding up her tricorder. “The universal translator has been unable to come up with a language translation matrix.”

“I’ll take a crack at it, Commander,” Tilleran said, stepping over to look at Mulumbwa’s tricorder.

Sullivan held up her hands. “Wait just a minute. We got here first. I’m in command of this mission. We’ll proceed as I see fit.”

Vansen took another step closer, almost toe to toe with Sullivan. “Is that right?”

“I believe you’ll see that Starfleet protocol is on my side,” Sullivan said. She leaned in closer to Vansen. “And I think you’ll agree, my people are probably better suited to handle this than…you know…Explorer people.”

Vansen gritted her teeth. She wanted nothing more than to agree wholeheartedly with Sullivan. But the Explorer, love it or not, was her ship, and she’d be damned if she’d let some other command officer besmirch it, or horn in on her mission.

“We don’t have time for petty arguments, or your split ends,” Vansen snapped back at Sullivan. “We need to work together to find both our ships and get out of here in one piece. Arguing will solve nothing.”

“Couldn’t agree more,” Sullivan said. “As long as you acknowledge I’m in command.”

“Oh,” Vansen said, smiled, and walked away, turning a corner into another section of the cavernous operations room. “Tilleran, J’hana. Let’s get a look at some of this technology.”

Tilleran, who’d been talking to Mulumbwa, turned reluctantly, and followed J’hana and Vansen.

“That wasn’t an acknowledgment!” Sullivan called after the Explorer’s second officer.

“You don’t say,” Vansen replied, not looking back at Sullivan.

Sullivan folded her arms. “What a total lack of professionalism.” She bit her lip thoughtfully. “It was probably that comment about ‘Explorer people,’ wasn’t it?”

“Probably,” Fontaine said. “Look, if you don’t mind, I’m going to pass some time doing calistenics. Get myself loosened up in case I need to protect us from…something.”

Sullivan exchanged a heated glance with Mulumbwa, then nodded at Fontaine. “Good idea. Snap to it, Mister!”

“Commander,” Mulumbwa said, leaning in closer to Sullivan as Fontaine sprinted off and began bending and stretching his legs as he leaned against a wall. “Do you not think that we should combine our efforts with the other away team?”

“I’m not sure yet,” Sullivan said, rubbing her chin. “My instincts say I should just sit back and wait to see what happens.”

“How very uncommanding of you,” Vansen muttered.

“Excuse me, Commander,” Fontaine said, touching Sullivan’s shoulder.

“What?” Sullivan snapped, then her expression softened. This was Fontaine, after all. “What is it, Lieutenant?”

“Mulumbwa’s gone, sir. She was behind me just a minute ago. Then I turned around and…”

Sullivan looked around. Her science officer was nowhere to be found in the cavernous control room. It was now just her, Vansen, J’hana and Tilleran, and Fontaine.

“Nice job, Commander,” Vansen smirked. “You lose your away team members often?”

“Tried, but never succeeded,” Sullivan sighed. “Mister Fontaine, set your security tricorder to maximum scanning range. See if you can find Mulumbwa’s lifesigns.”

“Oh, so the answer is to scan!” Vansen said, turning to Tilleran and J’hana. “Silly me, I was actually going to walk around and LOOK for the missing person.”

“And get lost yourself?” Sullivan asked, calmly looking over Fontaine’s tricorder. Enjoying the musky Eau de Tamaria scent wafting off his neck. She made a mental note to get Scott a bottle for his birthday. “Be my guest!”

“J’hana, Tilleran, with me,” Vansen said, thumbing in the direction of a corridor that lead out of the main control room. “We’ll find your missing crewmember for you, Sullivan. Meanwhile, you and Hunk Boy can sit around twiddling your thumbs.”

“I resent that,” Sullivan said. “I don’t twiddle.”

“Well,” Vansen said, walking off. “Whatever it is you do.” Once they’d gotten down the corridor a little ways, she looked over her shoulder. “Start scanning, Tilleran.”

“Don’t you think you were a little hard on her?” Tilleran asked as she studied her scans.

“I have no patience for imbeciles,” Vansen said. “And yet I serve on the Explorer. Intriguing.”

“Maybe we aren’t imbeciles,” Tilleran said. “Did you ever consider that?”

“Not really. What have you found?”

“A whole lot of nothing. My scanning range isn’t very good inside all this sheer lavignite.”

Vansen glanced around. “Well, there’s bound to be a door around here somewhere, or another corridor. J’hana, why don’t you double back and look for any anomalous…” She looked behind her and stopped in her tracks. No J’hana.

Tilleran turned around. “Where did J’hana go?”

Vansen tapped her combadge. “Vansen to J’hana.”

“Maybe my tricorder recorded…” Tilleran began, but Vansen snatched the device out of her hand.

“Let me see that.” Vansen scrolled back to a time index four minutes earlier, where J’hana’s lifesign could be easily seen following behind them. Then, suddenly, it was gone.

“People don’t just disappear!” Tilleran said.

“Oh, they don’t? Kind of like how starships just don’t disappear?”

“There’s bound to be some explanation. Let me check the duonetic bands.”

Vansen slapped the tricorder shut and clipped it to the loop at her waist. “There’s more to this than meets the eye. Let’s go back to that control room and pull every console apart until we figure out what that is.”

“Isn’t that what Commander Sullivan suggested to begin with?”

“Shut up!” Vansen snapped. “Come on!” And she turned around and jogged back to the control room, glancing over her shoulder to make sure Tilleran was still there. Wouldn’t do well to lose another away team member. As she jogged, she pulled her sidearm out and upped the power level to maximum stun. If someone tried to take any more of her people, she’d shoot them. Unless it wasn’t a person, and was more like an energy wave, in which case she was pretty much out of luck.

Vansen was out of breath when she reached the control room, holding her phaser at her side. “Lost…J’hana,” she said.

“No kidding,” Sullivan said, hands on hips. “About five minutes ago, I lost Lieutenant Fontaine. Just turned around and he was gone.”

“We’ve got to put your petty bickering aside and get to the bottom of this,” Vansen said.

“Yes,” Sullivan said. “I suppose it’s just up to the two of us.”

“And Tilleran,” Vansen corrected, then looked over her shoulder. “Oh, damn it to hell.”

Sullivan allowed a small smile. “Lose someone, Commander?”

“Shut up and open up that console over there. We’re going to rip apart every circuit until….”

“Whoa, there, Admiral,” Sullivan said, holding up her hands. “Let’s remember our ranks here. Lieutenant Commanders don’t give Commanders orders.”

“They do when they’re smarter and better at their jobs.”

“Excuse me?”

“You heard me. You don’t deserve that post. It should have been mine. I should have been the one to replace Commander Taber after he died.”

“Too bad you were busy gallivanting around Internal Affairs at the time.”

Vansen stepped closer to Sullivan, her finger pointing almost right into the center of Sullivan’s chest. “There’s a reason I went into Internal Affairs. A very important one.”

Sullivan blinked. “And that is?”

“Something’s always bothered me about that time when Captain Woodall and I served aboard the Secondprize, during Captain Rydell’s absence. Your crew was just too…competent. After that mission, Woodall wouldn’t shut up about how efficient you were, how intelligent, and capable. That’s not the person I met when I came on board. And that’s not the crew of the Secondprize.”

“What ARE you implying, LIEUTENANT Commander?” Sullivan said haughtily, although her eyes betrayed a little insecurity at what Vansen had said.

“That there was some subterfuge on the part of Commander Dillon and the rest of you. To that end, I joined Internal Affairs, hoping to investigate that incident. Instead, I spent most of my time investigating corrupt admirals trying to take over the Federation. What a drag.”

“I’m sure you’re good at what you do,” Sullivan said, trying to change the subject. “But leave the commanding to me.”

“That is what I do. I command!”

“You could have fooled me. All you do is berate and abuse your people. That’s no way to earn their trust or respect.”

Vansen was now directly in Sullivan’s face. “I don’t need their trust or respect. I just need them to do what I say.”

“And you must be totally surprised when that doesn’t work!”

“It works fine!”

“Why do I find that hard to believe?”

Vansen turned on a heel and marched off, back down that corridor she’d been searching. “I’m going to find my people.”

“Don’t you think we’d be better off putting our heads together?”

“I think we’ve butted heads enough for one day, thanks,” Vansen called over her shoulder and headed down the corridor. She’d find answers. She’d be damned if she’d let Sullivan find them first.

She raced down the dim corridor, toward, literally, a light at the end of the tunnel. A pale glow that seemed to be coming from a window. J’hana had disappeared before they got a chance to get this far. She was so busy arguing with Tilleran at that point she hadn’t even noticed the window.

Breathless again, Vansen ran up to the window and pressed her hands against it. She let out an ecstatic sigh, then giggled, clapping her hands in celebration.

She’d done it.

Beyond that window, in a hollowed-out cavern, at stationkeeping, sat two perfectly-intact Federation starships.

Orleans on the left, Explorer on the right.

The windows were all dim, but the docking lights were blinking and the nacelles were lit, meaning the ships still had main power.

She slapped her combadge. “Vansen to Baxter.” A pause.. “Vansen to anyone on the Explorer.”

Vansen quickly pulled out the tricorder she’d nabbed from Tilleran and flipped it open, scanning. Her shoulders sunk. Readings were spotty due to the interference from the surrounding rock, but one thing was certain. There was nobody aboard either ship.

“Maybe Sullivan had more luck,” Vansen said, though not hopefully, as she turned around. “Then again, at this point I’d rather die than admit she’s right.”

At that moment, a hatch in the ceiling wheeled open, and six spindly metal legs emerged, touching down on the deck in front of her. Then a massive spherical orb attached to the legs lowered itself in front of her, beeping and blinking everywhere. Cycling sensors all over it coruscating, focusing on her, studying her.

“Species, unknown,” it said.

“I’m Terran,” she said defensively to the hulking droid, who easily filled almost the whole corridor.

“Species, unknown,” the droid repeated unnecessarily. Then a little monitor screen rose from the top of it. On the screen, alien language scrolled across. At the bottom of the screen, one big, red string of alien characters blinked incessantly. “Thirteen hundred forty-seven displacements. Calculating invoice. One moment.”

“Displacements?” Vansen asked angrily. “Invoice?! What, you kidnap my crew then expect me to pay you for it?”

“Total payment amount is nine thousand blapgors.”

“What the hell is a blapgor?” Vansen asked, irritated that this droid was asking her for money, of all things. “All I have is Federation Express!”

“That form of payment not accepted. Remit payment immediately in the form of blapgors, or we will be forced to exact retribution.”

“Ret…” Vansen frowned. “Uh-oh”

Suddenly one of the spindly arms of the robot flipped up and cracked open, exposing a whirring drill.

“Please be still. Retribution will take point five clapgors.”

“What’s a clapgor?” Vansen asked.

“Computing…”

She took that moment of pause to leap over the spherical robot and run screaming down the corridor. “Commander Sullivan!” she called out, not caring anymore about rank. She was being chased by a homicidal accounting robot. Sullivan could have command of the stupid away team, even though most of it was gone now.

She heard the thing skittering down the corridor behind her on its little legs. And the worst part was it was catching up.

Vansen exploded out of the corridor and into the control room. “Emily….Commander Sullivan! You’ve got to help me stop this crazy…” She looked around. Oh no.

No Sullivan.

The robot skirted into the room, meanwhile, and came to a stop in front of her, once more stabbing its drill-like tentacle toward her. Another tentacle, looking like a tiny rotor, came from the other side of the sphere and pointed at her as the thing advanced on her.

She backed away, pulling her phaser and pointing it at the droid. She upped the power setting several notches and fired. The blasts deflected off the droid, not seeming to slow it down.

Well, this was it.

After all her struggles to move her way up the chain of command, Vansen was going to die at the hands of a homicidal billing droid in the center of a vacant planet, long abandoned by whatever sophisticated culture once lived there.

It just figured.

Just then, a hand grabbed her arm from behind.

Vansen turned, alarmed to find that the hand was attached to nothing, just sort of sticking out of a rippling, mirage-like distortion in the air. Hanging, seemingly, in mid-air.

The hand then yanked her backwards, toward that rippling. Vansen glanced back at the skittering droid, quickly sized up the situation and decided she’d take her chances with the hand, letting herself be yanked, stumbling, right out of the room. . .



And onto a beach.

Vansen’s ankles tangled and she fell onto the sand, as waves crashed nearby. She heard whoops and hollers, familiar voices, as the sun beat down and she looked up.

“Sullivan…” she said darkly.

“Up for a game of volleyball?” Sullivan asked. She’d stripped down to her Starfleet tanktop and looked like she was already beginning to bronze a little in the sun.

“Fore!” a voice called out rather incorrectly, and Vansen leaned up to watch Commander Christopher Richards, on the other side of a volleyball net, leap up and slam a volleyball over the net.

It slammed into Vansen’s head and knocked her back onto the beach.

Then she saw what could only be Captain Baxter’s sizable backside come crashing down onto her face as he lost balance in mid-backpedal, trying to go for the ball.

It was at that moment that Vansen’s nervous system decided it had quite enough and generously allowed her to lose consciousness.

Lt. J’hana leaned over Vansen’s insensate form as Baxter climbed to his feet. Calmly, she said: “Interference. Do-over.”



Second Officer’s Log,

Stardate 56374.6. I should have known. All this time, I was looking for my missing crew in the middle of a desolate planet. What was I thinking? It only makes sense that they were transported to a planet three parsecs away by an immensely powerful transporter beam, while their ships were nestled inside said desolate planet.

It’s comforting to know that as me and my away team, and the team from the Orleans, slogged through the caverns of this planet searching, our fellow crewmembers were all lounging on a beach, drinking festive fruity drinks and playing archaic sports.

We were all wrong. We thought the former inhabitants of DL-442 were galactic warlords or brilliant scientists and philosophers.

Turns out they were just really good travel agents.



Lt. Commander Vansen sat, arms folded, to Captain Baxter’s left as the viewscreen in front of them showed what had, over the last few hours, been the only thing on the viewscreen. Uninteresting beige rock.

Baxter folded his arms, uncomfortably shifting from side to side in his chair.

“Problem, Captain?” Richards asked from Baxter’s right.

“I still have sand in my pants.”

“Poor guy,” Tilleran giggled as she worked at her console.

“Stop laughing at me,” Baxter said. “And figure out how to get us out of here.”

Lt. Commander Tilleran looked up from her console. “Lieutenant Mulumbwa and I have been consulting one another. Commander Sullivan has developed a plan to attenuate our ship’s deflectors to channel into the alient outpost’s computer.”

Vansen just leaned her elbows on her knees and rested her chin in her hands, sulking. “I would have figured out how to channel the deflector, if I’d just had a little more time.”

“That’s nice.” Baxter swiveled to face Tilleran. “Are you confident you can activate the transporter and put us back outside the planet, as opposed to…I don’t know…in the Delta Quadrant?”

“The alien transporter isn’t THAT powerful,” Tilleran said. “And yes, I think I am pretty sure we know how to do it. We’ll materialize right where we started, in orbit.”

“Not plummeting into the planet,” Richards said.

“No,” Tilleran said. Then, under her breath, she said, “Probably not.”

“Good, then,” Baxter said, clapping his hands together. “I don’t know about you guys, but I’m feeling more than refreshed. Let’s end this vacation.”

“Some vacation,” Vansen muttered.

Baxter turned to face her. “What’s your problem? Are you still irked that Sullivan figured out how to return us all to our ships before you could? And all you could manage to do was get attacked by some bill- collecting robot?”

“That about sums it up,” Vansen said.

“I feel for you, I really do,” Baxter said flatly.

Suddenly the aft doors to the bridge opened and Federation President Bradley Dillon strolled out, followed by his assistant, Gisele, and two grey-suited security guards.

“Greetings, crew,” he said jovially. “I’ve come to join you on this most auspicious occasion.”

“Sitting in a cave?” Baxter asked wryly.

“No,” Bradley said patiently. “Getting out. And harnessing the incredible capabilities of this planet. Just think of the possibilities! You’re talking about a planet that can transport entire ships, and entire crews, great distances. The technology can even anticipate the needs of a crew and set them down in a locale as was appealing to them. They even provided replicated volleyball equipment!”

Richards nodded. “Yep, Mister President. This could be the biggest break in transporter technology in the last hundred years.”

“I wasn’t referring to transporter technology. I was talking about the leisure industry! The Federation can be THE standard in travel. I’ll finally put John Schade Junior out of business.”

“Someone clean the president’s greedy drool off the carpet,” Baxter muttered, turning back around to face the viewscreen. “Tilleran…”

“Mulumbwa says the Orleans is ready for deflector activation.”

“By all means,” Baxter said, pointing at the viewscreen.

“Yeah, the sooner the better,” Vansen grumbled.

Tilleran keyed a control and a deep blue field seemed to rise up in front of the viewscreen. The ship rumbled, just slightly, and the rock on the screen began to fade away.

“Is this what it was like when the ship was beamed in here?” J’hana asked from her station. “Kind of rumbly.”

“No,” Richards said slowly. “It was a smoother ride than this.”

“Hmm,” Baxter said. “Interesting.”

Seconds later, the view on the viewscreen was of open space, and DL-442 rotating serenely below.

“Ah, success!” Bradley Dillon said, clapping his hands together.

“Yeah,” said Vansen.

“Uh, Captain…” Tilleran said suddenly.

Baxter turned. “What?”

“I’m showing an intense power buildup within the planet.”

“Like the one that drew us here in the first place?” Richards said. “Those power signals must be designed to attract space travelers here. You know, the old bait and switch.”

“No, it’s more than that,” Tilleran said. She gripped her panel. “Captain! That planet’s going to explode!”

Baxter rubbed his chin. “You’re sure about that?”

“Oh yeah!”

Baxter jumped out of his seat. “Lieutenant Madera. Get us the hell out of here. Warp one! Engage!”

“Instruct the Orleans to do the same,” Richards added as the Explorer shot into warp. On the viewscreen, the little planet diminished in size. Seconds later, as the Orleans shot past the Explorer, that blue dot turned into a magnificent yellow explosion that sent a rippling energy wave out in every direction.

Baxter fell back into his chair. “All hands, brace for impact!”

The wave slammed into the Explorer and Orleans, knocking both ships end over end. Lt. Madera fought with her controls, gradually pulling the Explorer out of its spin and keeping it from smashing into the Orleans.

Everyone gripped their chairs as the Explorer gradually stopped shaking and drew to a halt.

Lt. Commander Vansen, meanwhile, sighed and pushed out of her chair, shouldering past Bradley Dillon and toward the aft turbolift.

“I need a shower,” she said dully as she stepped into the turbolift.

“Don’t you want to stay for the wrap-up conference with the Orleans people?” Baxter asked expectantly.

“Eh. Whatever,” Vansen shrugged as the lift doors closed.



Dressed in her crisp, freshly replicated “Internal Affairs Officers Like to Do it Thoroughly” t-shirt and red Starfleet sweatpants, Vansen was about to head down to the ship’s seldom-used workout room to hit the punching bag a little, when there was a chime at the door to her quarters.

“What,” she said, falling onto her couch and drawing her knees up to her chest.

“It’s Captain Woodall. It’s Jack. Can I come in?”

“Captain Woodall?” Vansen asked, her eyebrows raising. “I had no idea you were still aboard.”

“Commander Sullivan and I were just about to depart. I insisted we stop by your quarters before we left.”

“Oh,” Vansen said sullenly. “You’re both here.”

“Please let us in,” Sullivan’s voice said over the comm. “There’s something we need to discuss.”

“Fine,” Vansen said. She gestured at the door. “Enter.”

Woodall strode in, glancing about the dim cabin. Much like everyone on both ships, save the two away teams, he looked rested, refreshed, an tan. “Boy, the dress code on the ship is worse than I thought. Baxter lets you go to the bridge in that attire?”

“I’m off-duty. I just took myself off rotation for tonight on the grounds I was chased by a maniacal robot.”

Woodall nodded. “I know how distressing that can be.” He looked around absently as Sullivan stood by him. “Look…” He sat down in the chair across from Vansen and leaned forward, resting his hands on his knees. Sullivan, for her part, stood by him, hands clasped behind her back. “Remember that job offer we discussed?”

Vansen put her feet back down on the floor and leaned forward, a smile starting to spread across her face. “I seem to recall it…”

“Well…” And he looked back at Sullivan. “I haven’t discussed this with Commander Sullivan yet, but I am sure she’d be in full agreement. As a matter of fact, I believe you two would work rather well together.”

Yeah right, Vansen thought. Her first order of business would be to send Sullivan packing and find a real first officer. Maybe DiSalvo. Bossing around her ex-husband would certainly be a kick.

“I tried to convince Captain Woodall otherwise, of course,” Sullivan said stiffly. “But he seems to see something in you that…I don’t know…everyone else in the universe…does not.”

Vansen wrinkled her nose at Sullivan then turned back to Woodall. “Captain, I…I just want to thank you for believing in me. It means a lot that you think I’m fit to replace you. And I promise I won’t let you down. I’ll live up to every…”

“Wait a second,” Woodall said, holding up a hand. “I said nothing about replacing me. Commander Sullivan will be promoted to Captain after this mission, and she’ll take over command of the Orleans. I was recommending you as her First Officer.”

“First Officer…” Vansen said, her mouth dropping open and staying that way.

“You’d be promoted to commander, of course,” Sullivan said, not sounding very enthusiastic about it. “And I’m sure, eventually, we’d learn to get along. I have a long history of working with difficult, obnoxious people. I’m sure you’d fit right in. The job is…” She stared at her shoes. “Yours if you want it.”

For a moment, Vansen’s face sunk into a desperate, hurt scowl. But just for a moment. That scowl suddenly became a bright, cheerful smile as she rose to her feet and clasped her hands on Sullivan’s shoulders.

“I’d be delighted…” Vansen began. “If you’d get off my ship before I have to beam you out into space myself. You can take your job offer, and your new ship, and fly it into a pulsar for all I care. I’d rather teach math to Pakleds than work for you. Got it?”

Sullivan didn’t really react. Just looked to Woodall. “I told you that’s how she’d react.”

“You’re making a big mistake, Vansen. Staying on this ship…it’s a curse. Your career will be shot if you stay much longer. Then you’ll never be a captain. Is that what you want?”

Vansen walked Sullivan and Woodall to the door. “You’re the one that made the mistake, Jack. In thinking that Sullivan is anywhere near as good a commander as me.”

“He’ll have to take your word for that,” Sullivan said smartly, and turned to head off down the corridor.

Vansen narrowed her eyes at Woodall. “I used to think you believed in me.”

Woodall stared back. “And I used to think you were command material. I guess we’re both wrong.” And he, too, headed off down the corridor, and the doors to Vansen’s quarters closed, leaving her alone inside.



Four days later, in early morning, Counselor Kelly Peterman and Doctor Janice Browning stood together in the shuttlebay, yawning.

Browning took a long sip of hot cocoa from her Space Tastes to-go cup and Peterman shifted the bundle that was Steffie in her arms and gripped Charlie’s leash in the other. The golden retriever sat obediently at her side, stopping every once in a while to sniff Steffie’s bottom.

“They should be here any minute,” Peterman said.

“You’d think there’d be more of a welcome party for them than just us.”

“It’s a busy ship,” Peterman said. “What with…you know…”

“I guess it was inevitable,” Browning said. “An expected reaction. Shouldn’t you do something about it? Talk to her?”

Peterman frowned at Browning. “Are you kidding?”

“Right.” She sipped. “Bad idea. Well, look at it this way. We all got a nice day of vacation before…you know.”

“I got stung on the leg by a jellyfish,” Peterman mumbled. “Well, it looked like a jellyfish. But do jellyfish stings cause your leg to grow scales?

“You’d better come to sickbay later today and let me have a look at that. Before the scales go up any…farther..”

“Yeah, you’re probably right.”

Browning and Peterman were stirred from their conversation when the large hangar bay doors opened up and the runabout Passaic glided into the bay and landed softly.

They walked up to the hatch as it swung open and Lt. Commander Megan Hartley and Mister Mirk Hartley stepped out, she in a golden sarong-type dress and he in a bright tropical shirt.

“So what’s the big emergency you all had to call us back from our honeymoon for?”

“It’s a mysterious alien race hunt,” Peterman said quickly.

“Oh,” Mirk said knowingly. “One of those. I’d better get to the bar.”

“After you unpack the runabout,” Hartley said, pointing back into the hatch of the runabout. She kissed Mirk on the cheek. “Now get along, little Mirkie.”

“Um. Right…of course.” And Mirk turned around and headed back into the runabout.

“So we’re headed into deep, deep space, and let me guess. Chris Richards has fouled up my engine room.”

“I wouldn’t say…fouled,” Browning said. “Maybe…disarranged?”

“I don’t think that’s a word,” Peterman said.

“Oh well,” Hartley said. “Mirk and I pretty much had sex in every way possible. It was starting to get old.”

“Terrific,” Peterman said, hooking her elbow around Hartley’s and handing Steffie to a surprised Browning. “Why don’t you tell us all about it over breakfast in Space Tastes.”

“I have a heart transplant, but I can probably push it back,” Browning said as the three walked toward the door to the shuttlebay, which promptly open, revealing the wicked smile of Lt. Commander Nell Vansen.

“Welcome back, Lieutenant Commander!” she said sweetly. “I hope you got a lot of rest. You’ll need it.”

“We were just heading to breakfast,” Peterman said. “Can we get you anything? Poisonous?”

“No thanks, you go ahead and add to that leftover babyweight. I’ll pass,” Vansen said, then turned to Browning. “You have a heart transplant to get to.”

“I was going to get around to it,” Browning said sheepishly.

“What babyweight??”

“You’ll do it now. Get up to Sickbay!”

“Sheesh. Fine,” Browning said, handing Steffie back to Peterman. She then shuffled off to Sickbay.

“And you…” Vansen turned to Hartley, who didn’t seem impressed.

“What?”

“You left these engines unattended for three weeks and it’s high time you did something about them. Go down there to engineering and start working. I don’t care if you and every other engineer has to pull triple shifts. I want those engines back up to ninety-nine percent by tomorrow!”

“What are they at now?” Hartley asked.

“FOURTEEN!” Vansen snapped, and stormed off down the corridor.

“Fine,” Hartley snapped back. She turned to Peterman. “What’s gotten into Vansen? She’s worse than ever.”

“Oddly enough,” Peterman said. “I think she finally decided she likes it here.”



THE END.



NEXT:



Charlie the golden retriever has been a loyal and funloving pet for Counselor Peterman and the Explorer crew for more than five years. But what happens when his life is endangered by a deadly radiation that surrounds the ship. Can the crew band together to save their beloved pet, or will Counselor Peterman find herself making the ultimate sacrifice? Find out in this (and I can’t believe I’m saying this) very special episode.




Good as Gold



For Katie



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 56488.5. The Explorer is headed out to the middle of nowhere in order to make contact with a race that may or may not be at the coordinates toward which we’re heading, for reasons our president, who’s essentially commandeered my ship, will not disclose to me.

Three weeks out, the Explorer seems to be traveling into more and more boring areas of space. I’m not even sure you can call this space anymore. It’s just…void.

We have, however, discovered a nebula out here, and we feel Starfleet would like us to look at it while we’re in the neighborhood, so we’re doing that.

Meanwhile, in an attempt to return to more of a feeling of normalcy, my wife and I are throwing a birthday party for our dog.



“Happy Birthday, Dear Charlie, Happy Birthday to you…” Counselor Peterman cooed, setting a large bowl of dog food in front of her golden retriever. “Now come on, baby, blow your candles out.”

Captain Baxter stood behind Peterman in his quarters, looking on with a mixture of confusion and interest. “Honey…we go through this every year. He can’t blow. He’s a dog.”

“Fine, then, I’ll help him.” Peterman leaned down in front of Charlie, on hands and knees, and blew the candles out. She picked them one by one out of the chunks of gooey meat that was Charlie’s favorite dish of late, Nutritional Supplement #49.

“Here’s a little known fact,” Baxter said, as Peterman sat down by him at the dinner table, watching Charlie eat with pride. “Did you know that in the twentieth century…or was it twenty-first? Anyway, a woman copyrighted the birthday song. She actually took credit for writing one of the oldest uncredited songs in Earth’s history. And because no one had copywritten it yet, she was free to do so. So every time someone sang that song, they had to give her money.”

“Even in a small family gathering?” Peterman asked, perplexed.

“I guess,” Baxter said. “Isn’t that messed up?”

“Yeah. So what happened to that woman?”

Baxter shrugged. “Apparently she died a very wealthy woman.” He chuckled. “But the funny part is, she died on her birthday.”

“Hmm…ironic.”

After a long silence, Baxter sighed and stared down at Charlie. “He really is enjoying that, isn’t he?”

“Yeah, he’s been liking number forty-nine. It’s supposed to be better for older dogs.”

“Older…” Baxter said. “Ridiculous. Charlie’s a puppy.”

“He’s twelve years old, Andy,” Peterman said. “Not exactly a spring chicken.”

“No, he’s a spring dog,” Baxter said, and knelt down, rubbing Charlie’s ears. “And he’s going to live another twelve years.”

Peterman sighed and stood up. “Well, it’s time for me to get to work. You’re sure you’re okay taking care of Steffie today?”

“Don’t worry about it. We’re just mapping a nebula. It’s boring work. I told Richards to call me if he needed anything.” Baxter walked Peterman to the door to their quarters and kissed her on the cheek. “You have a wonderful day, honey.”

Peterman turned and blew Charlie a kiss. “You don’t give Daddums any trouble, mister, you understand?”

Charlie looked up at Peterman and barked playfully.

“We’ll be fine,” Baxter said.

“Happy birthday baby!” Peterman called after Charlie as she walked out..

“You stay put,” Baxter said. “I have status reports to catch up on.”

Baxter walked over to his desk and sat at the terminal. “Sheesh. I didn’t get this much attention on my birthday.”

Charlie walked over to Baxter and put his head in the captain’s lap.

“What? You want me to give you a bubble bath or something? I gave you that latinum leash. Isn’t that enough?” Baxter looked down at Charlie. “Come to think of it, what the hell did you get me this year? Nothing!” He turned back to his terminal. “Why don’t you find Fritz and play with him or something?”

Charlie turned around and walked away, leaving Baxter grateful to be able to get some work done.



Less than an hour later, Baxter found himself stepping out of the turbolift onto the main bridge, where Commander Chris Richards was standing before the viewscreen, looking concerned.

“What was so important you had to stop me right in the middle of feeding time?” Baxter asked, with Steffie in one hand, and a bottle of formula in the other.

“We’re getting a strange radiation reading from inside the nebula.”

“Dangerous?” Baxter asked, looking to Tilleran.

The Betazoid shook her head. “There aren’t any negative impacts that I can detect. Matter of fact, the radiation is on a high enough wavelength that our sensors barely picked it up.”

“Some new type of radiation?” Baxter asked.

“Yeah,” Tilleran said. “It has qualities unlike anything we’ve seen yet. It’s worth a study.”

“Fascinating,” Baxter said. “Is that all you called me up here for?”

“And to see how your day was going,” Richards said.

“Just great,” Baxter said. “Keep studying. Let me know if you get any real news.” And with that he walked off the bridge.

“There goes his vote for Mister Congeniality,” Tilleran muttered, going back to her panel.



Baxter returned to his quarters, guarding himself against the inevitable onslaught of Charlie jumping on him. For the past five years, the golden retriever had launched himself at Baxter’s crotch every time he stepped into his quarters.

This time, however, he didn’t.

“Must be napping,” Baxter said, taking Steffie to the living room couch and sitting down. “Now to get you nice and fed and back in bed. Hey, that was almost a poem!” Baxter hummed a nondescript tune as he put the bottle in Steffie’s mouth. The tiny girl’s eyes lit up as she nursed the bottle.

Baxter looked around, his cabin oddly quiet.

Fritz, long since having outgrown his kitten qualities, was known to lounge around. Heck, Baxter barely even noticed him anymore.

The other animals were down in Peterman’s old quarters, which had years ago been converted into an animal farm. Well, when she first put the animals down there, the cabin still looked like her quarters, but over the years the animals sort of just…made it their home. Nesting in the couch, pooping on the bed, and whatnot. It wasn’t an entirely pleasant place to hang out.

Regardless, Peterman visited two or three times a day to feed them and walk them, and, Baxter mused, to have heart-to-heart talks with them.

Charlie and Fritz remained the only animals to live with he and Peterman. Until recently, Pandora, his little Jack Russell terrier, had stayed with them as well, but Baxter had given her to his parents months earlier over some…personality differences…between she and Charlie.

Once Steffie was done sucking on the bottle, Baxter stood up and took her back into her room, then went back to his desk to resume working on his status reports.

While he worked, his foot absently nudged something under the desk. He leaned down and grabbed it. Squishy, slobbery rubber. Charlie’s favorite ball.

“Must’ve camped out down here while I was on the bridge,” Baxter said, hurling the ball back into his bedroom. “Get it, boy!”

Baxter then resumed his work at the terminal, but only for a moment.

He looked back into the bedroom. No sign of commotion. No mad dash for the ball. Any minute now, Charlie should have raced out of the bedroom with ball in mouth, spitting it into Baxter’s lap.

But he didn’t.

Even in the deepest sleep, Charlie should have woken as soon as he heard the ball hitting the bedroom wall.

Baxter stood up and walked into his bedroom. “Hey, Charl…enough napping. It’s your birthday. You should be partying or soemth…”

The ball rested next to Charlie, who lay still on the floor, breathing, but with no sign of life in his eyes.

Baxter dropped to his knees next to Charlie, feeling his neck for a pulse. Could you feel a pulse in a dog’s neck? Baxter didn’t know. He felt his paw. Still warm. Rubbed his face. Still warm and drooly. He lifted Charlie’s head and looked into the dog’s blank eyes. “What’s the problem, boy?”

With what looked like a monolithic effort, Charlie licked his lips, and produced a tinny, drawn out whine. When Baxter released his head, it just flopped back down to the floor.

Baxter slapped his combadge. “Baxter to Sickbay. I have a medical emergency in my quarters.”

“Oh dear,” came Dr. Janice Browning’s concerned voice. “Is it Kelly? Or…the baby?”

“None of the above, Janice. It’s Charlie, and I’m bringing him in, damn it!” And Baxter unceremoniously picked Charlie up in his arms and swept him out of the cabin.



Peterman was out of her office before the doors had even fully opened.

“But, Counselor…what am I going to do about my fear of commitment?” Lieutenant Madera demanded, standing in the doorway.

“Read a book!” Peterman called back and rounded the corner, making a beeline for Sickbay.

She shoved people aside, couldn’t even feel her feet hitting the floor, and when she got into Sickbay, after what seemed like hours, she skidded to a halt.

No Browning, no Baxter, and most importantly, no Charlie.

“Counselor,” Nurse Christina Chadway said, coming up behind Peterman and touching her arm. “Your husband and Doctor Browning are in the OR.”

“With Charlie?”

Chadway nodded. “I’ll show you the way.”

“I know the way,” Peterman said, pushing Chadway’s hand off and marching toward the OR.

She walked into the operating room, where Baxter and Browning stood over Charlie.

“As you can see by the bioreadings, he has…” Browning said, her cheeks red and puffy. She looked exhausted. She stopped talking when she saw Peterman.

“Why did you need to bring him to the OR?” Peterman interrupted.

“Kelly…” Baxter began.

Browning turned from Charlie and walked over to wrap an arm arund Peterman. “There’s no easy way to tell you this, Kelly. He’s suffering from an advanced degree of radiation poisoning.”

“Radiation?” Peterman asked. “But isn’t that why we have, I don’t know…shields… and a HULL?”

Baxter shrugged. “Tilleran had just told me we detected a new form of radiation in the nebula we were studying…”

“Get us out of here, then!” Peterman snapped.

“I’ve already done that,” Baxter said, walking around the medtable and putting his hands on Peterman’s shoulder. “We’re staying out of the nebula until we can figure out the connection between it and Charlie. It could be something that will endanger the rest of us, in time. If so, we need to know how to treat…”

“You’re talking like this is some run of the mill Starfleet problem!” Peterman cried, tears streaming down her face. “And none of that matters at the moment because Charlie is dying!”

“I never said that,” Browning said quickly.

Peterman stared at the recently reappointed doctor, her lip quivering. “You didn’t have to.”

Baxter and Browning exchanged glances.

“It doesn’t look good, honey,” Baxter said softly, wrapping his arms around Peterman. “If Charlie had been younger, healthier…”

“We still don’t know what we’re dealing with,” Browning said, forcing a smile. “Lieutenant Commander Tilleran is coming down to help me find a treatment.”

Peterman wiped her eyes. “So…he may not…”

“There’s hope,” Browning said, and squeezed Peterman’s hand. “We first have to figure out why the radiation acted on Charlie so quickly, and yet somehow the rest of us are okay…”

“Are you sure of that?” Peterman asked.

“No other medical reports have come in,” Baxter said, running his hands through Peterman’s hair, then wrapping his arms around her. “And we’re combing the ship now just to make sure.”

“What about my other pets?” Peterman asked, staring up at Baxter. “They could have been affected too!”

“I already sent Ensign Sefelt to go check on them.” Baxter squeezed Peterman tightly. “We’re doing everything we can.”

Peterman stared at Charlie, her eyes tearing. “Then why isn’t he okay?”



Dr. Browning walked out of the OR, ripping off her surgical smock and slamming it down on the table next to the OR door. “Damn it,” she said to herself. “Hyronalin, cordalin, nothing’s working.”

“I take it the news is bad,” a voice said, and she looked up. It was Commander Richards, standing there at the entrance to Sickbay with Lt. Commander Megan Hartley.

“Well?” Hartley asked. “What’s the prognosis?”

“Unless we find a miracle cure, Charlie’s going to die,” Browning said, and stepped toward Richards. “I don’t think there’s anything more I can do, except make him comfortable.” She leaned her head on his shoulder and he stiffly put his arms around her. He glanced at Hartley as if looking for help. She simply gestured for him to squeeze her tighter.

“I know you’re doing everything you can. Charlie’s going to make it,” Richards said.

“We don’t know that,” Browning said, breaking into sobs. “Maybe if Holly were here, or some better doctor…or there was a vetrinarian aboard…or maybe I could activate the EMH…”

“There is no better doctor,” Richards said reassuringly, patting Browning on the back.

“Besides,” Hartley said. “I didn’t just travel three weeks at high warp in a runabout just to catch up to the Explorer, forsaking half my honeymoon, just to come back and find my favorite crewmember dying.”

“Favorite?” Richards whispered, glancing at Hartley.

“You didn’t think I actually liked any of the humans on this ship, did you?” Hartley replied.

“I’m glad to see Mirk’s kinder sensibilities are rubbing off on you,” Richards muttered and continued rubbing Browning’s back.

“Where are Kelly and the Captain?” Hartley asked, ignoring Richards.

“They’re still in there,” Browning said. “Trying to decide what to do…”

Suddenly the doors to the OR opened up and Peterman and Baxter emerged, with Charlie trotting slowly behind.

“Kelly…” Hartley began.

“I don’t want to talk about it,” Peterman said, as she walked by.

“Andy…” Richards began.

Baxter shook his head as he led Peterman and Charlie out of Sickbay.



“We have a decision to make,” Baxter said slowly, sitting at the dinner table, feeling Charlie’s gaze upon him even as Peterman and he sat over an untouched bowl of chili.

“There is no decision,” Peterman said.

“There are humane options…”

“We haven’t tried enough things.”

“Honey…” Baxter reached across the table and touched Peterman’s hand. “Browning tried everything she could. And Tilleran, one of the best science officers in Starfleet, is baffled.”

“There are specialists.”

“You have to realize, this is a radiation of a type nobody has seen before,” Baxter said. “We even had Lieutenant Sefelt checking Memory Alpha. This is a newly discovered element that we don’t know how to deal with. Think of how long it took us to come up with hyronalin.”

“This is the twenty-fourth century, Andy,” Peterman said, staring at the wall behind Baxter. “I can’t accept that our science isn’t advanced enough to treat Charlie.”

“We don’t even know why it’s affecting Charlie, and no one else,” Baxter said helplessly. “All Janice can figure is that it may have to do with the time he was assimilated by the Dawg, or the time our ship was reconfigured by the Dream Device…”

“All of us have been assimilated and reconfigured, but none of us are dying!”

“It could be genetic…it could be specific to golden retrievers…there are none of them aboard, other than Charlie.”

“There’s got to be more we can do for him.”

“Janice stabilized him, and we should be glad for that. But the fix is just temporary. Almost every one of Charlie’s organs was affected, and the problem is degenerative. Nothing short of replacing every organ will do the job.”

“Then replace every organ!” Peterman snapped.

“You know the quality of life he’d have, if we did that?”

“It would at least be life.”

Baxter sighed. “Charlie’s lived twelve good years.”

“I got him when I was at Starfleet Academy,” Peterman said, her voice a whimper. “He was a present from my father…”

“And he has seen you through an amazing career…but we can’t think about us right now. We have to think about what’s best for Charlie.”

“What’s best…” Peterman said, in disbelief. “What’s best is that he lives!”

“There comes a time when you have to let go,” Baxter said. “Realize that Charlie has reached the maximum lifespan of a dog…”

“You were saying he’d live twelve more years.”

“That was before the radiation.”

“He was fine just this morning!” Peterman shouted.

Charlie, lying nearby, looked up, his ears raising.

“Easy, boy,” Baxter said softly.

“He was fine just this morning,” Peterman repeated, quietly. “And now you’re telling me we should put him to sleep!”

“He’s only going to make it a week, or two at the most,” Baxter said. “You really want him to suffer?”

“It’s brutal!”

“It’s humane.”

“What the hell do you know?” Peterman stood up and ran into the bedroom. Before Baxter could say anything, the door swung closed.

“Well, Charlie, I guess we get the living room tonight,” Baxter said. He walked over and knelt, and kissed Charlie on the head. “Good night, boy.”



TWO DAYS LATER



Baxter sat in the command chair, watching the brown and red nebula coruscating on the viewscreen. “Are we done yet?” he asked.

“Are you talking to me?” Tilleran asked.

He turned. “Yeah.”

The Betazoid plunked at her panel. “We’ve still got some more readings to take. It’s not every day you discover a new type of radiation.”

“Tell me about it,” Baxter said. “J’hana…have we launched the warning bouys?”

“For what it’s worth,” J’hana said. “Although, ‘hazardous to some dogs’ is hardly a forboding warning.”

“It’s better than nothing.”

“Good morning, everyone,” a voice said, and Baxter sunk a little lower in his chair.

“Captain, Captain, Captain,” Lt. Commander Nell Vansen said, sitting down next to Baxter. “How good it is to see you. How are you doing?”

“Fine,” Baxter siad.

“Really,” Vansen said. “And your dog?”

“You would be wise to silence yourself now,” J’hana cautioned.

“I’m speaking out of concern, Lieutenant, and I think you would be wise not to tell me what’s wise.” Vansen looked at Baxter. “Really, Captain, I want to know. Is Charlie okay?”

“Not as if you really care.”

“That’s ridiculous. I do care.” Vansen turned and looked at the viewscreen. “I hear they want to name it Charlie-type radiation.”

“That’s a comfort.”

“Your dog is a pioneer,” Vansen continued. “A true…explorer.”

“That’s ENOUGH, Vansen,” Baxter said through gritted teeth.

“He’ll be giving his life, like many of your crew before him. Only difference is, he’s a dog, not a human. And if you cared half as much for the people you’ve lost as you do for this animal, then maybe, just maybe you wouldn’t be quite so cavalier about our missions! Maybe, just maybe, you wouldn’t have so easily given this ship over to the President of the Federation!”

Baxter turned and stared Vansen in the face. “GET OFF MY BRIDGE!”

“But it’s my shift…”

“I don’t care,” Baxter said icily. “You’re suspended, until further notice.”

“For insensitivity?” Vansen shot back. “Surely you have thicker skin than that?”

“I don’t. DISMISSED!”

“Your priorities are drastically out of order, Captain,” Vansen said. “Hopefully, it won’t result in a real person dying. Then again, I doubt you’d care if it did.”

The bridge was silent for several moments.

“Well,” Tilleran said. “People handle their grief in different ways.”



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 56490.4. We’ve finally studied Nebula 13-A to the science department’s content. Still, there is no sign of a way to reverse the negative effects of “Charlie-type” radiation on my golden retriever.

Domestic problems notwithstanding, we’ve barely resumed our course toward Bast space, and already there’s another reason for us to stop. Apparently our sensors have picked up some debris that may or may not be from a Bast ship on a planet nearby, and President Dillon has… suggested that we go check it out. I can’t say I’m happy about leaving the ship when Kelly’s in such a bad condition.

Then again, I don’t think I’ve been much help.



“What.”

The doors to Baxter and Peterman’s quarters slid open to reveal Dr. Browning. “Is that how you answer your door now?”

“Right now it is,” Peterman said, sitting in Baxter’s barcalounger, watching Apella Three twirl below the Explorer.

“Can I ask…”

“He’s in the bedroom. I gave him a modified supplement and he’s resting.”

Browning nodded. “Your patients have been coming by the restaurant. Apparently, with you being gone the last couple days, they’ve needed a shoulder to cry on.”

“Surprised they didn’t go to Mirk,” Peterman said. “He dispenses alcohol, after all.”

“Yeah, but he’s not half the listener I am.”

“Really.”

“Yeah, and remember…I dispense chocolate.”

“Good point.”

Browning sat on the couch next to Peterman. “Your patients wanted to know when you’d be coming back.”

“As soon as I’m done.”

Browning swallowed. “Done with…what?”

Peterman looked down. “I don’t know.”

“Andy’s told me…you either have to put him to sleep or let him go peacefully.”

“There has to be another way,” Peterman said.

“Not that medical science knows of, at the moment.”

“Medical science can kiss my ass,” Peterman growled.

“Listen, Kelly,” Browning said, turning the barcalounger so Peterman faced her. She took Peterman’s hand. “You’ve got two options, and you have to think about what’s best for Charlie.”

“I’ve heard that already.”

“Well, those are your choices, and you have to live with that. It’s not like you can just put him into stasis until medical science comes up with a better solution. They don’t exactly let you use that equipment for pets.”

“Yeah,” Peterman said.

“I brought a quiche,” Browning said, standing. “It’s sitting on the kitchen table. Call me if you need anything. At all.”

“Yeah,” Peterman said, as Browning left. She stared back out at the spinning green planet outside the viewport and thought, hard.

A few minutes later, she slid off the barcalounger and walked into the bedroom, where she found Charlie laying in his usual spot at the foot of the bed, looking up at her with baleful eyes.

She knelt by Charlie, stroking his side, rubbing his nose.

“Hey boy,” she said. “You get some sleep?”

Charlie let out a low mumble. Not so much a moan, or a growl, as affirmation.

“I know this is the pits,” she said. “I don’t know what’s caused this, or why this is happening, or what I can do for you. But I’m not going to…I can’t even say it.” She put her hand on Charlie’s paw. “I’m not going to let go of you, or stop fighting for you. You’ve been with me too long to do that. They think I don’t know what’s best for you, but I do. I do.”

Charlie looked up at Peterman and licked her hand.

“I know what I’ve got to do,” Peterman said, gently rubbing Charlie’s head. “You want to go walkies?”

It was obvious that he didn’t, but Peterman had a solution for that too.



Peterman pushed the antigrav platform up to the large double doors of Cargo Bay 11 and stopped. She peered under the sheet, where Charlie lay, looking at Peterman in as trusting a way as she could ever remember.

“Just a few more minutes, baby.”

“Counselor…” came a voice from behind Peterman. She put the

sheet down and whirled. “Commander Hartley! How nice to see

you!”

“What are you doing?”

“Oh, just putting a few things from my office into storage.”

“I could have sent someone to do that,” Hartley said, walking around the platform. “You didn’t have to do it yourself.”

“I don’t mind. I can use the distraction.”

“I bet,” Hartley nodded. “So, uh, what have you got in there?”

“Throw pillows,” Peterman improvised. “Ugly ones. They didn’t really match anymore.”

Hartley touched the sheet. “Mind if I look? Mirk and I are redecorating our quarters…”

“NO!” Peterman cried, causing Hartley to pull back. “They’re REALLY ugly.”

“Okay,” Hartley said, looking Peterman in the eye. “Funny you should choose this particular cargo bay. Seems a bit out of the way…”

“Depends on how you look at it,” Peterman said.

“Yeah,” said Hartley. She looked down at the antigrav. “That’s true.”

Peterman stared at Hartley pleadingly. She knew. Peterman didn’t know how she knew, but she knew.

Hartley looked back at Peterman, giving her best oblivious smile. “You’ll need a special access code to get in, of course.” She tapped a quick code into the door panel. “That should do it. Good luck finding a place for those throw pillows, Counselor.”

“Thanks, Megan,” Peterman said, allowing a small smile as Hartley walked off. And with that, she pushed the anti-grav into the cargo bay.



“Man, what a day,” Captain Baxter sighed, slumping into his quarters and throwing his silver survival jacket on his desk. “First we hike through a seemingly endless mountain range to get at this ‘debris,’ and instead of something from the Bast, it just ends up being a big old ancient Iconian monolith. I mean really. Who gives a crap about the Iconians? So, naturally we just blew up the thing and called it a day, so…”

He looked around. No Kelly. The main room was empty, but there was sound and dim light coming from his bedroom.

He walked into the bedroom to find Peterman laying in bed, in a pile of pillows, watching the big-screen viewer, a pile of used tissues beside her, and tears streaming down her cheeks.

“What on earth are you watching, honey?” Baxter asked, pulling his outer jacket off and climbing into bed next to Peterman. He looked at the viewer. “Oh.”

Peterman pulled her knees up and wrapped her arms around them. “Shhh.”

It was a recording of her and Charlie. Judging by her insanely short hair, it must have been when she tried the “elfen” look back at Starfleet Academy. She rarely discussed that period, for obvious hairstyle-related reasons.

But there were she and the pup named Charlie, loping across the quad, throwing a frisbee around, all the while being called out by that crotchety gardener, Boothby.

“He was such a hyperactive little thing,” Peterman said. “And he loved to nibble. Cadet Ro reported me to the Dorm Supervisor five times, cause he ripped her uniforms to shreds. He despised Bajorans, for some reason.”

Baxter put his arm around Peterman, and looked around. “Where is he, anyway? Did you…don’t tell me…”

Peterman wouldn’t look away from the viewer. “I don’t want to tell you.”

“Why? Did he…um…or did you?”

“Neither,” Peterman said, blowing her nose loudly.

“Well, if he’s not here…”

“I don’t want to talk about it.”

Baxter stared at Peterman. “Honey…what’s going on here?”

“Viewer off,” Peterman said, then turned and faced Baxter in the dim bedroom. “I found another way, Andy.”

“Is he in Sickbay?”

“No.”

Baxter scratched his head. “I’ve got to admit, I’m baffled.”

“I think you need to realize that this is in his best interest,” Peterman said, rubbing her eyes. “And damn the consequences.”

“Okay. What did you do, Kelly?”

Peterman wrapped her arms tightly around Baxter and held him close to her. “Let’s just say that I made sure Charlie would live to play another day.”

“You…you didn’t…”

“I put him in stasis.”

Baxter stared at Peterman. “Kelly!”

“If we can use it for humans, we can use it for pets. Cause they’re human too.”

“Have you told anyone you’ve done this?”

“Let’s just say I’m pretty sure that Hartley knows.”

“Kelly…”

Peterman stared at Baxter earnestly, tears streaming down her cheeks. “Is there anything you can say that will justify taking him OUT of stasis?”

“What if we have a huge epidemic at some colony and we need every tube?”

“We’ll pick up another tube the next time we’re at a starbase.”

“And you’re just going to keep him like that? Frozen in time? Forever?”

“Until we can find a way to increase his lifespan, yes.”

“What if that’s never?”

“Then so be it, but I’m not going to risk losing him when there’s a possibility that we can find a way to save him.”

“Nobody can know about this,” Baxter said. “We should have the thing moved to a secure spot. A place where he’s not going to be found and accidentally blown out an airlock or something.”

“I figured you’d think of a place.”

“Do you realize how bent out of shape Starfleet will get…?”

“They’re never going to know.”

“My mom and dad can’t even know.”

“Well, then you’d be even. They promised not to tell you when Pandora dies.”

“She hasn’t yet, has she?”

“You said you didn’t want to know.”

“Well, now I do. Because if she hasn’t yet, I want to put her into stasis too. Heck, Mom and Dad are getting a little old. Let’s put them in stasis too! And, when my time comes, would you mind putting me in stasis too? Maybe they can find a way to save me, too!”

“You’re overreacting!”

“You’re playing God! Damn it, Kelly. I wish you’d let me in on this.”

“You may have tried to talk me out of it.”

“I would have at least wanted to discuss it.”

“You can’t tell me this is a bad thing. It’s the best possible outcome.”

Baxter sighed and leaned back in the bed. “I don’t know.”

“It’s the only thing I could think to do. I can’t lose him, Andy.”

“Who said you had a choice?”

“Obviously, I do have a choice.”

Baxter got up and walked into the bathroom. “I need a shower.”

Peterman rolled over. “Well. Good night.”



ONE WEEK LATER



“Morning, Andy,” Commander Richards said, picking up step next to Baxter as he walked down the corridor, on his way to the bridge.

“Yeah,” Baxter said.

“You going to let Vansen come back to work yet?”

“I’ll see how I feel after my morning latte.”

“Because I think she’s formulating some kind of protest to send off to Starfleet.”

“I’m shaking in my boots, Chris.”

“I’m just telling you the scuttlebutt I’ve been hearing.”

“How kind.”

“So…”

Baxter stepped with Richards into the turbolift. “What.”

“Janice and I were talking yesterday. We were wondering when you planned on getting a new dog.”

“I don’t think we are.”

“Why not?”

“Because Kelly has plenty of pets,” Baxter said. “And you can’t just replace a dog like Charlie.”

“I see.”

And because Charlie isn’t dead, Baxter thought to himself.

“Still,” Richards said, as the turbolift came to a stop at the bridge. “He went so suddenly. No time for a service or anything. That’s surprising, that Kelly didn’t have a service for him. I didn’t even get to see him before he died.”

“You never know,” Baxter said, stepping out of the turbolift. “Maybe you’ll see him again one day.”

“Huh?”



Counselor Peterman stood in the abandoned Inventory office, staring at the tube that sat serenely on the flat, featureless desk.

Through the glass window, she could see her Charlie, perfectly still, but, according to the tube’s sensors, perfectly alive.

She touched the tube. “Had a good morning at work today, baby. Lieutenant Sefelt came in complaining that he was starting to become schizophrenic. I think I came up with a new disease. How does schizoprheniphobia sound?” She leaned her cheek on the tube, watching her breath cloud the window. “Ah, Charlie. Remember how you loved to gnaw on Sefelt’s crotch? Damn, I miss you.”

She heard a doorway open and spun around. “I was just looking for some office supplies!” she shrieked, then calmed when she saw it was Baxter.

“Hey,” he said. “I just gave Steffie her lunch at Space Tastes. Janice’s teaching her to Julienne french fries.”

“Juliennning at five months. Who’d have guessed?”

“I thought I’d find you here.”

“Thanks for finding a place, Andy.”

“Well, I doubt anyone will be coming down here anytime soon,” Baxter said, looking around. “How are you holding up?”

Peterman’s shoulders fell, and she turned to Baxter. “I feel like I’ve lost my best friend.”

Baxter sighed and pulled Peterman into a hug. “Well, you’ve still got me.”

“True,” Peterman said, kissing Baxter’s cheek. “Thanks for reminding me.”



THE END.



NEXT:



When a suspicious Frenchman comes aboard the Explorer with two poodles who seem pampered to the point of abuse, Counselor Peterman takes it upon herself to get to the root of the problem. In doing so, she just may jeopardize her career and her marriage. Is this visitor actually a threat to the Explorer, or is Counselor Peterman totally nuts? Or is it both?




Vive Le Resistance



She was curled up with him, nestled, on a red-checkered picnic blanket, spread out on the cracked earth, as sun beat down on the outback, warming her skin, and warming his fur.

She used him as a pillow, leaning back and staring at the blue, blue sky, giggling at the cawing sound of the black birds that flew over her head. Pretty black birds, circling. What a serene, beautiful image.

He leaned up his large head, so it was next to her, breathing hot dog breath on her. It was a scent of kibble and filet mignon, and after dinner mints. She loved that smell.

He licked her face, rolled over onto his belly, and she knew he was eager for tummy rubs.

So she leaned up and started to rub his tummy, listening expectantly for that satisfied moan he’d always given her.

But he didn’t make that sound. Instead, his lips pursed to make a very human sound, one that shook Peterman to her core:

“Free me, Kellyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyy! Freeeee meeee!”



Counselor Kelly Peterman shot up in bed, sweat streaming down her face.

“Unnk…what?” Captain Andrew Baxter asked, ducking his head under his pillow.

“It was nothing, Andy,” Peterman said shakily, swinging her legs around and hopping out of bed, pulling on her silk tiger-patterned robe. “I’m going to get some hot cocoa. Go back to sleep.”

But he was already asleep.

Peterman walked out into the living room and ordered hot cocoa out of the replicator. She slowly sipped from it as she walked toward the viewports and stared at the stars streaming past the Explorer.

What was that dream trying to tell her? And why couldn’t she stop having it?

If she was counseling a crewman who’d had that dream, what advice would she give?

“Dreams are a call to action,” Peterman said, paraphrasing from her Starfleet Academy Counseling textbook. “One way or another, you’ve got to answer that call.”

She sat down her unfinished cocoa and turned around, headed back for bed, determined to get a full night’s sleep.

She didn’t.



“So, tell me, Ensign Reader, what’s stopping you from getting a good night’s sleep?” Counselor Peterman asked distractedly, stifling a yawn, and petting her cat, Fritz, who was curled comfortably in her lap, in the chair opposite the fainting couch.

On said couch, Ensign Frank Reader rolled over and stared up at the ceiling.

“It’s all that void out there. All that empty space. I just feel it crushing in on me.”

“Uh-huh,” Peterman said, looking down at Fritz. “You don’t say.”

“I feel like there might be some kind of breach in the bulkhead of my quarters. Like some radiation may be seeping in, and might kill me…I know that sounds silly, but…”

“That’s an ender!” Peterman said suddenly, standing up. “You’re excused, Ensign.”

Reader sat up. “But…”

“I said that’s an ender. That means you’re done for today. It’s important to realize when you’ve…covered enough ground in a counseling session. You’ve made great strides today. Let’s reflect for a couple days and come back at this problem later.”

“But I just got here!”

“Who’s the counselor?” Peterman demanded, lifting her cat in her arms and pointing for the doorway. “I believe you know the way out.”

Reader stood and, shoulders slumped, walked out. As he reached the door, he turned around. “Was it something I said?”

“Yes!” Peterman snapped. “Now go!”

“Okay, okay…”

Peterman walked around behind her desk as Reader left and sat Fritz down next to a stack of padds. “Bad man mentioned the radiation that nearly killed Charlie, Fritz,” she said to the cat, who commenced at scratching the dickens out of one of Peterman’s padds.

“No scratchies!” Peterman said, snatching the padd and putting it on the other side of her desk. “I know I’m probably overreacting. But I don’t like being reminded of what forced me to put Charlie into stasis…” She looked around her empty office. “I mean….let him die peacefully.” J’hana’s surveillance gear could be anywhere. One couldn’t be too careful.

“Oh, Fritzie,” Peterman said, leaning her chin down on the desk. “I miss Charlie so much. I feel like I’ve been living the past few weeks in a daze. Nothing seems real. It’s like life just doesn’t have meaning anymore.” She looked at Fritz, who returned the glance with a loving mew. “Know what I mean?”

Fritz suddenly lashed out and dug a claw into Peterman’s hand.

“I guess that’s a ‘no,’” she muttered, rubbing her hand, as the comm system bleeped.

“Baxter to Peterman. Report to the bridge immediately. We may need your services.”

Peterman looked up. “My…services. Really?”

“Yep. Hope I’m not interrupting one of your appointments…”

Peterman thought about that. “As a matter of fact, you are. All the more reason I should have a staff.”

“You’ve got a point, honey. I’ll look into it, I promise. Now please, just come up here.”

Peterman stood. “On my way. Be a good boy, Fritz!”

The cat carefully followed her with his eyes as she left the room.



When she walked out onto the bridge, Peterman saw what was typical, of late, for a day on the Explorer: The command area was crowded.

Baxter, Richards, Vansen and Federation President Bradley Dillon all stood at the center of the bridge, looking at the view screen.

Peterman stepped down to join them. “Can I ask what’s so important?”

“That,” Baxter said, pointing at the viewscreen.

All Peterman saw was a freighter. Uninteresting design, but definitely Federation. A Federation freighter! All the way out here? They were already almost halfway along one of the arms of the Milky Way!

“Where’s my comm signal?” Baxter asked his crew, hands on hips. He looked at Petersen. “We’ve been trying to contact them for fifteen minutes, honey.”

“Yes, honey, it appears their comm system is down,” Vansen said dryly to Peterman.

“Dear,” Peterman said, taking Baxter’s arm. “Why don’t I have a chair up here yet? Didn’t you say you’d install one? Last year?”

“I’ll get right on it, Kelly,” Baxter said. “But right now we have something more pressing. Tilleran?”

Lt. Commander Ariel Tilleran was reviewing her scans. “That freighter is quite old. At least a hundred years. One occupant. Human.”

“What on Earth is a human doing all the way out here?” Richards asked.

“What indeed,” said Baxter. “Starfleet didn’t have anyone else out here besides the Orleans and us.”

“Perhaps it lost its way,” Bradley Dillon suggested. “At any rate, this is a very important contact. A Federation citizen this far out in deep space. If he was thrown off course somehow, and has been out here drifting for years, he may have come into contact with the Bast.”

“Contact!” Tilleran finally said, her hands running across her panel. “J’hana, boost the signal amplifier.”

“What? Oh, yes,” J’hana said boredly, tapping a few buttons on her panel. She tended to get restless in situations where she wasn’t required to open fire.

Peterman watched, along with the rest of the bridge crew, as the viewscreen crackled to life, the static gradually clearing to reveal a handsome, mustacioed, dark-haired man in his early forties, sitting in a command chair on what looked to be a cramped bridge.

“Bonjour!” he exclaimed. “Como vas-tu?”

In the background, Peterman heard something that felt out of place in a viewscreen communication. A bark.

She blinked in disbelief as a large, white, frilly standard poodle trotted up and leaned its head in the man’s lap. He patted its head absently as he stared out of the viewscreen at the Explorer’s bridge crew.

“Como what?” Baxter asked. “Tilleran, can you clean that up? Why isn’t the universal translator picking that up?”

“I thought he was human,” Richards said.

The man on the screen cocked his head as another white standard poodle came up from the other side and also stuck its head in his lap. Peterman’s eyes went wide. Two dogs were always better than one! “Voulez-vous aide moi?” he asked.

“Checking,” Tilleran said. “It’s not in our database.”

“You idiots!” Vansen exclaimed. “It’s French!”

“Oh,” Baxter said, then turned on Tilleran. “Why the hell doesn’t our computer have French in its databanks?”

“Is French a planet?” asked Tilleran.

“I believe it is located in Sector 24412,” J’hana said helpfully.

“It’s an Earth dialect, you guys,” Richards said. “Didn’t you know that?”

“You’re the one who’s from Earth,” J’hana spat. “Would you recognize a different Andorian dialect?”

Richards stared at his feet. “Um…”

“Well….” Baxter said, looking around the bridge. “Does ANYBODY in here speak French?”

“I’m afraid of France,” Lt. Sefelt said uneasily, sliding low in his seat. “All that… cream sauce.”

“Ah, you of course mean our bernaise!” the Frenchman on the viewscreen said, gently kissing his fingertips. “I will make you a chicken dish that you will adore. Muah!”

“Nooooooooo!” Sefelt cried, sliding underneath the ops console.

“Now look what you’ve done,” Baxter said, looking up at the viewscreen. “So you do speak Federation Standard?”

“Indeed, little Earth man, I do,” the man on the screen said. “But our people rarely use the tongue.”

“That’s not what I’ve heard,” Richards said under his breath.

“It is considered….so passee on our world.”

“What world is that?” Bradley Dillon asked.

“Fleuria Prime,” he said simply. “The last refuge for the French.”

“What the hell is this guy talking about?” Richards asked quietly.

“Of course,” Bradley Dillon said. “The French Exodus of 2240. Several thousand French nationals left Earth to start their own colony and were never heard from again.”

“Yes, I remember reading about that in history class,” Vansen said.

“I flunked history class,” Baxter said softly.

“I’m sorry, sir, I didn’t get your name,” Bradley said.

“Jacques Allemand, Foreign Minister of Fleuria Prime.”

Peterman looked on in rapt disbelief as the conversation went on. She couldn’t take her eyes off the poodles.

“So you do have contact with outside worlds?” Bradley asked.

“When necessary, with some. Not the Federation. Is that where you’re from?”

Uncomfortable glances were exchanged throughout the bridge.

“Um, perhaps,” Baxter said.

“Well, then we should bid each other good day. Please don’t start any colonies out here. We don’t want to have to move again…”

“Wait!” Bradley said. “We have a unique opportunity here to heal the rift between your people and the Federation. To bring you back into the fold, so to speak.”

“And why would we want that?” Allemand asked.

“Because we can help each other,” Bradley said, stepping forward. “We have resources that you can take advantage and…I’m sure you have things we want as well.”

“C’est possible,” said Allemand, leaning down and grabbing a small, round squeaky ball and tossing it. The dogs loped off after it. “I would need to confer with you, of course, on your ship.”

“You’re welcomed here, as are your…animals. Why don’t you dock in our shuttlebay and join us for dinner this evening? We’ll repair your ship and return you to your planet.”

“You make a tempting proposition,” Allemand said. “One I would be more likely to turn down were my ship functioning.”

“Then it’s settled,” Bradley said. “Approach our shuttlebay. Our tractor beams will take it from there. Explorer out.” When Bradley turned around, he faced a seething Captain Baxter. “Captain, why don’t you call down to your chief engineer and have her and her staff study the Fleurian ship and determine what it will need in terms of repairs.”

“Mister President,” Baxter said between clenched teeth. “Wouldn’t you like to consult your captain before making decisions like that?”

“Why should I?” Bradley asked.

“Because, I’m your captain! And besides, how do we know what his motives are? His people defected from the Federation. Maybe he wants to embarrass us. Or worse.”

“Those are manageable risks,” Bradley said. “What’s important here is we have a chance to get a foothold in deep space. That’s good for business. It’s also good for helping us find the Bast. End of discussion.” And Bradley walked off the bridge.

“ERRRG!” Baxter groaned, stamping his foot.

“Andy,” Peterman said gently, touching Baxter’s elbow as Vansen and Richards went to sit back down in the command area. “Why did you want me here?”

“Oh, I don’t know. Contact with a strange new lifeform. I wanted to use your diplomatic skills. But now it seems Bradley’s taken over the whole thing. I guess we just let him handle this.”

Peterman nodded, still thinking about those poodles. “Or we make use of my diplomatic skills. And you let me meet this Allemand fellow!”

“And keep an eye on President Dillon,” Baxter said thoughtfully. “Make sure he’s not compromising the Explorer in his dealings. Yes. That is a good idea.” He’d apparently taken little notice of the poodles. Didn’t surprise Peterman. He never did have the affinity for pets she did. He pretended to, sure, but in the end he always liked humans more.

“It’s a stupid idea. Your wife wouldn’t know a bad treaty if it bit her on the ass,” Vansen said as she read a padd.

“Well, maybe next time I see a bad treaty, I’ll sic it on YOUR ass, Vansen,” Peterman grumbled, and headed up to the turobolift. “Okay, time to go meet the French!”

“Good luck, sweetie!” Baxter called over his shoulder, and sat back down in the command chair. “I’ll just take care of things up here. You know, important ship’s business and such.”

Suddenly a great wailing came from the captain’s readyroom.

“WAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAHHH!”

“Captain, your baby is making that exploding warp core sound again,” J’hana said dryly.

“I’m on it!” Baxter said, and ran into his readyroom.



Peterman picked up step next to President Dillon on his way to the shuttlebay. “Hello, Mister President,” she said, trying to maintain a pleasant tone of voice. “Having a good day today, are we?”

“Please do not hug me,” Bradley said. “I’ve heard Counselors do such things. And you should know that there are at least four people lying in wait right now who will pick you off with a phaser beam if you try to touch me.”

“Oh,” Peterman said. “That’s nice. Look, I’d like to help you with these negotiations.”

“Actually, I prefer to conduct my own negotiations, Counselor.”

“But I can be useful to you!” Peterman said. “I can meet this guy, size him up, give you a psychological profile.”

Bradley looked in Peterman’s eyes. “You’re not Betazoid are you?”

“Well, not really,” Peterman said. “But someone called me intuitive…once.”

“That’s nice, Counselor. But I really can handle this on my own. I’ve been through many negotiations in my past.”

Desperation time. “Yes,” Peterman said, then quickly unzipped her uniform top a little bit. “But can you lull the other side into submission with your striking beauty?”

Bradley stopped in the hallway and looked at Peterman blankly. “No, I suppose not.”

“Well then think of me as the ‘ace in the hole.’ Your secret weapon. Businessmen like having secret weapons, don’t they?”

“Yes, as a matter of fact they do,” he said, rubbing his chin.

“Then unleash me, Mister President. I’m at your service.”

Bradley narrowed his eyes at Peterman. “Why are you being so nice to me? Did your husband send you here?”

“No…I just want to help.”

“Fine,” Bradley sighed. “You can come with me. But keep your comments to a minimum, and allow me to do the talking.”

“That’s just fine with me,” Peterman said, as the pair approached the shuttlebay and walked into the massive double doors.

Ensign Aronitz stood by at the tractorbeam controls as the oblong, copper-colored freighter drifted in through the shuttlebay doors and landed softly right in front of Peterman and Bradley.

“At ease, Ensign,” Peterman said officially, then stepped toward the door to the freighter as it cycled open.

Bradley gently navigated around, and in front of, Peterman, as the door opened, and Allemand stepped out.

“Greetings, on behalf of the United Federation of Planets,” Bradley said regally, extending his hand for Allemand.

“Quite,” the Frenchman replied, limply putting his hand out for Bradley. The two shook hands as Peterman looked behind Allemand.

“Sir? Didn’t you have a couple of dogs with you?”

“Oui, but of course” Allemand said, then turned around motioning with his hand toward the inside of the freighter. “Robespierre! Richlieu! Allons-y!”

“Mental note,” Bradley said to himself. “Learn French this afternoon.”

And the two standard poodles trotted out of the recesses of the freighter, taking flanking positions on either side of Allemand. They had diamond studded collars, perfectly groomed and poofy paws and tails.

“They’re so…” Peterman wrinkled her nose. “Not fluffy.”

“Non,” Allemand replied sharply, snapping a leash onto each dog and gripping them both in one hand. “These animals are not fluffy at all. They have been perfectly groomed by an electronic grooming system aboard my ship.”

“Electronic?” Peterman asked. “May I see it?”

“Non!” Allemand replied more vehemently. “Parce que we have more important things to attend to this evening.”

Bradley Dillon stepped forward to shake Allemand’s hand. “Like a treaty between our two peoples. I couldn’t agree more.”

“I said nothing about a treaty,” Allemand said as the two men and two dogs walked toward the shuttlebay exit.

“We have plenty of time to discuss all those details,” Bradley said, casting a glance over his shoulder at Peterman.

For her part, Peterman looked into the dark recesses of the freighter, took a tentative step toward the freighter’s entrance. Then, suddenly, a heavy metal door swung closed in front of her face, keeping her out.

From the doorway to the shuttle bay, Allemand waved a tiny control device. “I have activated the ship’s security device. One cannot be too careful, non?”

“Non,” Peterman muttered. “Whatever that means.” She was still looking at the freighter as she jogged out of the shuttlebay.

Answer the call, a voice said inside her.



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 56557.4. We’ve taken the Fleurian Foreign Minister aboard, and have laid in a course to ferry him and his broken freighter back to his homeworld. Apparently, my counselor thinks it’s a good idea to throw him a dinner before he gets there. Because dinner always helps with diplomacy. Whatever!



“Well?” Baxter asked as he flossed and stared at his open mouth in the mirror in his bathroom.

Peterman leaned back on their bed, Fritz the cat prancing about on her chest, circling twice, then finally collapsing, nestled between…well, let’s just say nestled.

“Shouldn’t you floss AFTER dinner, hon?” Peterman said vacantly as she stared at the ceiling and twirled Fritz’s tail between her fingers.

“I want to make sure I don’t have any beef between my teeth. Janice made carne asada steak for lunch this afternoon.”

“Yum. I had something from the Sandwich Star stand on the lower level of the mall while I tagged along on ‘Monsieur Allemand’s’ tour of the ship.”

“The lower level?” Baxter asked. “But you never go on the lower level. There’s nothing but…”

“Used antiques and cheap baby clothes,” she snapped. “Yes, I know. Ever since the alternative-lifestyle coffee shop turned into a gourmet restaurant and the Bolian fabric store turned into a video arcade, the lower level has turned to crap. The only place down there that gets any business is Dillon’s Supply Depot…and really, since when have I had the urge to go pioneering?”

“Not lately,” Baxter admitted, walking out of the bathroom and looking at Peterman. He put his hands on his hips. “How’s the belt?”

Peterman leaned up. “What belt? You’re not wearing one.”

Baxter nodded vigorously. “Yeah. I thought you’d be happy about that. Even though it’s a diplomatic dinner, I’m not wearing a belt in your honor.”

“Why my honor?”

Baxter sat down on the bed beside Peterman. “Because I thought it’d make you happy.” He touched her hand. “Look, I know you have been feeling bad lately. I thought it might cheer you up.”

Peterman squeezed Baxter’s hand, but gingerly. “Yeah, it’s nice, I guess.”

“But…”

“But I can’t get my mind off those two poodles.”

“Of course. Why didn’t I think of that?”

“No, you don’t understand.” Peterman leaned up, curling one leg under her and balancing Fritz on it. “Allemand had two poodles with them. And they seemed….I don’t know. Depressed. And way overgroomed.”

“You’re diagnosing the mental condition of pets now?”

“Hey, who better equipped to do it than me?”

“Doctor Leonardo on Deck 19,” Baxter said quickly.

“I told you that guy is a fraud. Pet psychotherapy is the biggest fraud in mental health for the last three centuries.”

“Isn’t that what you’re talking about, though?”

“It’s different with me. I’m highly trained as a counselor, and I’ve spent my life around animals. I know when they’re suffering. And believe me…something is troubling Robespierre and Richilieu.”

“Robes…” Baxter began. “I think you’ve answered your own question. Those names… that’s abuse in and of itself.”

“You wanted to name our daughter Twittilina.”

“Jeeze! It was just a suggestion! If she’d been a boy, you’d have called him Lemuel!”

“That’s my great grandfather’s name!” Peterman shot back, then calmed a little. “And it’s also SO not the point. Andy…I need to know these animals are okay.” She grabbed both of Baxter’s hands and squeezed them tightly. “It’s more important now than ever.”

Baxter looked back into Peterman’s eyes, trying to understand how he could make his wife feel better. In all the years they’d been together, he had to admit to himself he truly didn’t understand the level of grief she was going through. He missed Charlie greatly, knowing it hurt even more that the golden retriever was still alive, in suspended animation, several decks down. But he had no clue, no possible way of knowing what Peterman was going through. Of that much, he was certain.

“So,” he sighed. “What do you propose?”

“Nothing invasive or intrusive. You just leave that up to me.”

Baxter nodded dumbly, a knot forming in his stomach. “Uh-huh.”

Just then, the doorchime sounded, and Peterman rushed to the door. “Ahh, that must be Chaka’kan.”

“I cannot believe we’re leaving our child with a Jem’Hadar,” Baxter muttered.

“It was either him or Lieutenant Sefelt.”

Baxter nodded quickly. “Right. Want me to brief him on nappy- time?”



Meanwhile, J’hana and Hartley were busy doing nothing invasive or intrusive.

“I’m getting extra vacation time for this,” Lt. Commander Megan Hartley said, studying the schematics her and Ensign Stockton had pulled together from sensor sweeps of the vessel. Of course, those schematics were supposed to be used to repair the ship, not break into it. “And the captain already owes me several days for calling me back early from my honeymoon.”

“I’ve used up all my vacation days,” Lt. J’hana said solemnly. “I could use some more.”

Hartley and J’hana stood in the empty shuttlebay, staring at the door to the Fleurian freighter.

“Want to check the doors again?” Hartley asked.

“Coward,” J’hana spat. “I locked them myself, using a security seal only myself or the captain can break.”

“And the internal sensors?”

“On a convenient diagnostic cycle. Commander Vansen and President Dillon will be none the wiser.”

“You’ve really thought this through.”

“It is my job.”

“It’s your job to break into a friendly vessel to check for signs of pet abuse?”

J’hana nodded, pushing up her shirtsleeves. “Under ‘other duties as assigned.’ Now hand me that isolinear decoupler. We do not have much time.”

Hartley sighed and knelt, opening her toolkit. “I’m too old for this sh**.”



Peterman shoved the mushy chicken mess around on her plate and stared beyond the other side of the dinner table to the streaking stars beyond, outside the windows of the captain’s mess.

“What did you say this was again?” Allemand said, at one end of the table, his poodles at attention at either side of him as he picked at his own plate of reddish chicken glop.

“French chicken!” Baxter said from the other end of the table, enthusiastically shoving forkful after forkful into his mouth. “A dish of my own design. Something I came up with in my academy days. It’s chicken, with French dressing, and crumbled up french fries baked on top. Yum!”

“Sir, is vomiting at the table permissible?” Lt. Commander Tilleran asked from her position across from Peterman.

“Not at the table, Commander,” Baxter said gently.

“Belay that,” Vansen said as she pushed her plate away. She was on the other side of Baxter from Peterman. The counselor had to look past Vansen to see the stars, and that annoyed her. “Go ahead and vomit. I think I’ll join you.”

“Lovely,” Bradley Dillon said, from his position next to Allemand. “Tell me, Mr. Foreign Minister. Do you trade much in this area?”

“Some,” Allemand said, looking around the table, and at his plate. He seemed…uncertain of what to do.

Baxter wondered why Bradley didn’t insist on being at the head of the table. He was sure Bradley would waltz up and take his seat, but he apparently felt being next to the Foreign Minister was more important. And, as Baxter shoved French Chicken into his mouth, he noticed Bradley’s chair was about ten centimeters higher than everyone else’s. He was sure that was no mistake.

“Care to elaborate?” Commander Chris Richards said, sitting on the other side of Allemand from Bradley. He too seemed to have no problem with the French Chicken. “I mean, what planets did you do business with?”

“Excellent question,” Bradley said, steepling his fingers and looking at Allemand.

“Ahem,” Allemand said, patting each corner of his mouth with his napkin. “Let me counter with a question of my own. Is it my understanding that your whole senior staff is here for this occasion?”

Baxter looked around. “More…or less.”

“Where is everyone else?”

“Lieutenant Madera has the conn,” Baxter explained. “And Lieutenant Sefelt…is in the back room putting little french flags in the cheesecakes.”

“Great, Captain, you ruined the surprise,” Vansen deadpanned.

“And Doctor Browning…” Baxter said, pulling at his collar.

Suddenly the door to the Captain’s Mess slid open and Browning ran in. Everyone gasped when they saw the whole front of her uniform was coated in a dark red blotchy stain.

“Sorry I’m late. I had four critcal patients in sickbay–holodeck accident–and had to drop Plato off at fingerpainting class.”

“Ahh,” Baxter said with a relieved sigh. “So that stain…is fingerpaint, right?”

“Yeah,” Browning said, pushing loose strands of her hair out of her face and ducking behind the table to a seat near Allemand. She then turned and pointed at her backside. “THAT’s blood.”

Then there was silence in the dining room. Someone coughed.

Then there was the sound of slurping as Browning scooped French Chicken into her mouth. “Andy! You made your special recipe. Nice choice! But where are the onion rings? Get me onion rings!”

Baxter tapped his combadge. “Mister Sefelt. Onion rings for Doctor Browning, please.”

“But, sir…I’m the Chief of Operations.”

“Of course,” Baxter said. “Bring us some extra napkins as well. Thanks! Baxter out.”

The captain looked around the table. “I’m so glad we’re doing this.”

“You never told me about those trade opportunities,” Bradley said, turning quickly to Allemand.

Allemand put his fork down and leaned back. “Well, I wouldn’t really call them opportunities.”

“And why not? Are your customers not interested in other, more lucrative, opportunities in the Federation?”

“More lucrative? And what is that supposed to mean, dear sir?”

“This is going well,” Peterman muttered in a whisper, leaning next to Baxter.

“No kidding. Well, at least there are no complaints about the food!”

Tilleran coughed and spit something into her napkin.

“Yep!” Peterman said quickly. Then her combadge chirped.

“Hartley to Peterman!”

“Go ahead.”

“There’s a…there’s some poop in the kittylitter.”

Peterman nodded. “Okay…just scoop it out.”

“I mean…there’s some…metaphorical poop. In the metaphorical kitty litter!”

“She is saying you should come down to the shuttle–mmph!” J’hana interrupted, and was apparently silenced.

“Shuttlecock room,” Peterman said quickly. “Those women are crazy about their quilting!” And with that she dashed out of the dining room, leaving some perplexed crewmembers–and one very suspicious captain–behind.



After knocking repeatedly, and assuring J’hana over the comline that she was who she said she was, Peterman finally gained entrance to the shuttlebay.

What she found, as J’hana reset the security locks on the door, was Lt. Commander Hartley standing, arms folded, at the entrance to the freighter.

“Counselor, I don’t think you want to go in there.”

“But you called me here!”

“True, but I think it would be better if I just described–”

“Out of my way,” Peterman snapped, and shoved Hartley aside, storming into the freighter, which, she thought, smelled interestingly flowery.

“I told you she would want to see for herself,” J’hana said, stepping up next to Hartley, who followed Peterman into the freighter.

“It’s the room on the right,” Hartley said, pointing down the corridor. “We think that’s where the pets are kept. It has that…zoo smell your quarters have.”

“That may not be from animals,” Peterman said absently as she keyed the doors open. “J’hana, make sure to screen all the fingerprints from this vessel before we leave. Wouldn’t want suspicion from–OH MY GOD!”

J’hana chortled. “Yes, Counselor. It is a worthy contraption.”

“What…what’s it for?” Peterman asked, touching one of the curved blades that jutted from an awkward angle from the rectangular frame, about waist high that had numerous skinny, robotic arms jutting from it, equipped with implements from blades, to combs, to sprayguns.

Hartley consulted her tricorder. “To the best of my knowledge, it is some kind of…grooming device.”

Peterman ran her hand along the gleaming metal struts and supports of the device, which was about as long as…she shivered…two dogs. “Yes, now that you mention it I think I read about one of these things before. They call it the Groommatic Five Thousand. It’s sold by the Tarkalians.”

“So the Fleurians do trade with other species,” J’hana noted.

“Not the point,” Peterman said. “It’s banned in the Federation, and every other civilized culture. It’s nothing but a glorified torture device.”

J’hana held up an alien-looking metallic blue padd. “According to the instruction booklet, it promises ‘Primped pets in plemmets.’”

“What’s a plemmet?” asked Hartley.

“Apparently a very small measure of Tarkalian time.”

“No wonder those dogs looked so…stressed out. They’ve been run through this thing so many times they’ve been traumatized. They’re going to need…counseling.”

“I’ll call Doctor Leonardo,” Hartley said, turning toward the door to the freighter. Peterman grabbed Hartley’s arm and spun her.

“You’ll do no such thing. This is MY responsibility.”

“How so?”

“Because I said so! Now tell me how to destroy this thing and make it look like an accident.”

Hartley looked from J’hana to Peterman. “Oh, no. I’m not blowing up part of a diplomat’s ship. Reconnaissance and general mischief is a-ok with me. But when you get to malicious destruction of property, that’s when I bail out.”

“How about malicious destruction of pets?” Peterman demanded. She looked at J’hana. “Lieutenant, it looks like it’s just you and me.”

J’hana nodded vigorously, then said, “I am afraid not.”

“WHAT?”

“I won’t turn away from a fight; however, I have recently been reprimanded for killing several dozen Klingons and stealing the Escort last year, for which I was demoted. I am also out of vacation days. So my back, as it were, is against the wall.”

“Listen to her, Kelly,” Hartley said. “Just walk away from this. Report it to the authorities and walk away.”

“What authorities? Andy? President Dillon? Andy would never do anything that blatantly destructive, and President Dillon just wants to suck up to these people.”

“Perhaps we should contact the Federation SPCA?” J’hana offered.

“PETA-Galactic?” Hartley suggested.

Peterman shook her head. “No. They’re all too far away. If this has any chance of succeeding, it’s up to me.”

“I cannot allow you to violate ship’s regulations and cause a diplomatic incident,” J’hana said sternly.

“A couple months ago you killed more than twenty Klingons to save your comatose lover,” Peterman shot back.

“That was different!” J’hana replied sharply.

Hartley put a hand on Peterman’s shoulder. “This can be handled through diplomatic channels, Kelly. Don’t do anything stupid.”

Peterman looked around the freighter. “You know, you’re so right. You two make excellent points. I don’t know what I was thinking.”



Baxter belched with satisfaction as he keyed open his quarters and walked inside, a tupperware container full of leftovers tucked under his arm. “Waste not, want not,” he had said, as he scooped the remainders from everyone’s plate into his tupperware container. For Peterman’s animals, of course. And, maybe, breakfast tomorrow, if he was feeling saucy.

“Honey?” he called into the cabin as he called for the lights to come on.

“Hmmm?” Peterman’s voice called from the bedroom.

Baxter put down his leftovers and tiptoed into the bedroom, leaning onto the bed next to Peterman and kissing her on the cheek. “We missed you during dessert, sweetie.”

Peterman curled tighter into a ball and pulled the covers up close to her chin, turning away from Baxter. “I went to see what J’hana and Hartley wanted, and when I got back, I just got so tired so fast. I decided to just come back here and relieve Chaka’kan. Good thing I did. Steffie got out of her crib and crawled up behind him while he was reading one of your football books. Scared the dickens out of him. It took me twenty minutes just to calm him down.”

“Uh-huh. So why are you in bed at 2200?”

“Early to bed, early to wise, or something like that.”

“Uh-huh,” Baxter said, as he stood and began removing his uniform. “So this doesn’t have anything to do with Jacques Allemand?”

“Who? Oh, the Fleurian! Right!”

“And J’hana and Hartley…they weren’t looking in his ship?”

Peterman peeked out from the covers. “That’s ridiculous. And even if they had been, I didn’t find anything.”

Baxter tossed his tunic and pants into the clothes recycler and, in his boxers and Starfleet Academy tee, slipped under the covers. “So I can count on you NOT to do anything to jeopardize our relationship with the Fleurians.”

“You can count on me.”

“Good,” Baxter said, leaning over and kissing Peterman’s cheek. “I knew you could.”

“Night, honey,” Peterman said softly and turned around.

In seconds, Baxter was fast asleep and snoring.

Peterman pushed off the covers and got up, still fully dressed in her Starfleet uniform. She stepped out of the bedroom and tapped her combadge. “Peterman to Briggs,” she whispered. “You ready for me?”

“Everything is in place. Come on down!” Briggs replied over the comm channel.

Peterman grinned. “Be right there.” She stopped in Steffie’s bedroom to kiss her on the forehead and dashed out.



“I told you that we could rebuild it. Make it better, stronger, tighter, than before,” Yeoman James Briggs told Peterman.

“Niiiiice,” Peterman whistled, turning this way and that in the mirror, admiring the sleek curves of the black, formfitting leather-spandex blend that caressed each and every contour of her body. It was fitted with pockets on the thighs and arms for assorted weaponry, and belt clips for bulkier things such as phasers and tricorders. Straps criss-crossed her back, which allowed her to sling on a bat’leth or mekleth if she so chose. And the shoes, Briggs told her, had been found on sale in Sparnak’s on Decorous Prime. They had comfort insoles, ornamental buckles, and two- inch treads. They were capable of navigating any terrain, and the uniform was–and this was an improvement on the last one–virtually stain-resistant.

“I dare J’hana to try and drown you in solid waste again. It’ll roll right off this uniform, unlike the last one,” Briggs said proudly, tugging a little at the shoulders. “Feel good?”

Peterman turned fully around, looking over her shoulder to study her rear end. “My circulation is being cut off in a few places, but that’s to be expected. Say, why didn’t you build me a new commando outfit sooner?”

“Because you got pregnant, remember? That sort of threw a lil wrench into things, sweetie.”

“Oh. Right.” Peterman suddenly remembered something. “You vaporized that muumuu you made for me, right?”

“It has been thoroughly destroyed,” Briggs affirmed. “But I kept the schematics, just in case, you know…you feel like having another–”

“NO WAY,” Peterman said. “I’m not doing that to my body again. Andy can have the next one. Besides…” she sniffed. “Babies just die eventually anyway.”

Briggs pulled Peterman into a hug, gripping her tightly. “Oh, sugar, I’m so sorry about Charlie. Still grieving, eh?”

Peterman sniffed, burying her face in Briggs’s shoulder. “Sometimes all I can do is think about how much I miss him.”

“And dressing up in spandex helps?”

“Yeah, kinda.”

“Well I’m glad to help.” Briggs leaned back and rested his hands on Peterman’s shoulders. “I don’t know what you’ve got planned for that outfit, but wherever you go, you’ll be jusssst spectacular!”

“Thanks, James,” Peterman said, smiling. “You know, if I wasn’t already married, I’d seriously think about dating you.”

“That’s, um, nice, dear,” Briggs said, then blew kisses at Peterman. “Now run along! Jimmie’s got a date this evening.”

“Some lucky girl,” Peterman giggled, then pulled on a leather trenchcoat over her outfit and ducked out of Briggs’s dim, closed store, into the barely populated upper level of the ship’s mall.

“Yep,” Briggs said flatly, waving as Peterman left.



Peterman considered what she was about to do as she shimmied through the Jefferies tube toward her target.

She was crossing a line here, she realized. But something in the back of her head said it was worth it. Those dreams she kept having were a call to action, and she had to answer it.

At first she told herself that the dreams were trying to tell her that putting Charlie into stasis was wrong. That she needed to grow up and let him die peacefully.

But that was ridiculous.

Obviously, those dreams were trying to tell her that she had to pay attention to her heart, and make hard choices to benefit others. Others like Robespierre and Richilieu.

So Peterman resolved herself to listen to that little voice inside her and do the right thing.

And with that, she hopped out of the Jefferies tube into the compartment below and got to work.



“Dillon to Baxter. Respond!”

Baxter yawned, stretched, and rolled over. “Honey, tell him to call back in twenty minutes,” he said absently, smacking his lips and rolling over again.

“Dillon to Baxter. If you don’t respond now, I am taking command of your vessel!”

“But I’m second in command,” Commander Chris Richards could be heard saying in a small voice in the background.

“And I’m a better commander,” Lt. Commander Vansen said.

“Silence, both of you. Captain Baxter! I’m serious!”

“What, what, what…” Baxter droned, leaning up and looking around, rubbing his eyes.

His bed was empty. No Kelly. His stomach ached, then dropped about to Deck 19.

“There has been some trouble,” Bradley continued. “I want you in the bridge conference room ten minutes ago. And bring your wife.”

Baxter got up and ran into the living room, looking around. “That’s easier said than done, Mister President.”

“And why is that?”

“She’s, um…breastfeeding.” Where the hell was she?

There was a pause. “Indeed. Well just get here as soon as possible.”

Baxter nodded. “Very well.” He yanked his uniform trousers on, then stumbled over to his dresser and slapped the comm button. “Baxter to Chaka’Kan.”

“Chaka here.”

“Are you…available?”

“You are in luck, Captain. I just finished some light gardening in the arboretum. All the ship’s petunias are as they should be. Horicultural victory is in my grasp.”

“Super. Look, I need you to watch Steffie for a little while. I’m…needed.”

“I am pleased to. Babysitting is life!”



After making sure there was plenty of formula at Chaka’s disposal, and reviewing the Jem’Hadar’s storybook to make sure it was free of disembowelments, Baxter dashed up to the bridge. He noticed that the bridge officers–Keefler, Koltz, Madera, and Sefelt–were looking at him rather strangely. They avoided eye contact. Seemed overly interested in their consoles. He decided not to ask them about it until after this “important” meeting with President Dillon.

Baxter stepped into the observation lounge. “All right, what’s the status?” he said.

President Dillon was standing at the other end of the room, staring at Baxter, hands clasped behind his back. Two of his Special Secret Service Agents, and Gisele, waited by the door to the conference room. He was taking no security chances.

“The status is, your wife has kidnapped Monsieur Allemand’s dogs!”

“Monsieur?” Baxter asked, looking at Richards

“It’s French,” Richards whispered.

“Oh.” Baxter turned to see an irate Allemand sitting opposite Richards, looking up at Baxter with a scowl. “Hi…Monsieur.”

“Captain!” Allemand said, rising to his feet. “Those animals are purebred showdogs. They are irreplaceable creatures who are three time winners at the Fleurian Kennel Club Annual Championship Showing! For your Counselor to blatantly…steal them from my quarters…it’s unthinkable! Elle est une vache, absolument!”

“I totally agree, except for that last part, which I didn’t understand,” Baxter said calmly, leaning his hands on the table. “Now…why are you so certain my wife’s the one who took your dogs.”

Vansen looked around the room. “Where is she, then, Captain?”

“She could be any number of places,” Baxter said defensively.

“I thought you said she was breastfeeding,” Bradley said, folding his arms.

“Uhm…” Baxter said. “Computer! Locate Counselor Peterman!”

“Counselor Peterman is in the observation lounge.”

Baxter blinked. “Um…” He squatted, looking under the table.

“Ahem,” Bradley said, calmly clearing his throat.

Baxter stood back up as Bradley flipped a communicator around in his palm. “Recognize this?”

“A random communicator that could belong to anybody?” Baxter said in a small voice.

“It’s your wife’s!” Bradley snapped.

“Okay, maybe so,” said Baxter. “But you still have no proof that my wife did ANYTHING wrong.”

Bradley nodded in Vansen’s direction.

The Second Officer smiled. “Lieutenant J’hana.”

J’hana stood, and as she walked by Baxter, she said in a low, low voice, “Apologies, Captain. You understand I derive no joy from this. Well, maybe a little bit.”

Baxter nodded. “Uh-huh.” He watched as J’hana punched a control on the conference room viewscreen.

It flickered to life with an image of Peterman, shimmying down a length of cable from a hatch in the ceiling of an Explorer cabin (presumably Allemand’s). Before her, two fluffy white standard poodles lay curled together.

She quickly and calmly reached into a thigh pocket, pulled out two leashes, and snapped on each dog’s neck. They made a motion as if they were about to bark, but Peterman quickly stuffed a hypospray in both their necks.

The dogs immediately went limp.

Next, Peterman slung more cable over a pipe inside the Jefferies hatch and rigged, from extra lengths of cable, a crude conveyor system by which she harnessed the dogs, then hoisted them, one by one, up into the hatch.

“Why didn’t she just use the transporter?” Richards commented. Baxter was just speechless.

“Could have been traced too easily,” Hartley said. “She doesn’t have the systems knowledge to black out the transporter records.”

J’hana nodded. “The same reason she did not disable the security sensors. She wasn’t able to.”

“Then she will be easy to find,” Allemand said slowly, menacingly.

J’hana leaned forward, steepled her fingers, and rested her chin on them. “Not at all, Mister Allemand. Quite the contrary. Counselor Peterman is what those in my profession fear most. A desperate woman.”

“A desperate woman who will be captured and dealt with quickly and readily, right ladies and gentlemen?” Bradley Dillon asked, looking around the table.

“Uhmmmm…” Richards said, looking around the table. “Well…”

J’hana stood up. “I will capture her. You have my word on it.”

Finally regaining the ability to speak, Baxter touched J’hana’s shoulder. “Lieutenant…”

J’hana turned briskly to face Baxter. “Captain, I’ll thank you not to interfere. This is a matter of Federation law and must be settled. I am under orders from the Federation President to find and neutralize this threat and I intend to do so.”

“Neutralize?” Tilleran asked. She’d been silently watching the exchange in the conference room this whole time. “She doesn’t mean that, guys. J’hana realizes this is Counselor Peterman. One of our…”

“Ariel, this is neither the time or the place.” J’hana looked at Bradley. “Now if you’ll excuse me, Mister President. I have a job to do.”

President Dillon nodded, and J’hana turned on a heel and left.

“She’s bluffing, Andy,” Richards whispered. “She’s on our side.”

Baxter leaned down. “You sure?”

Richards swallowed hard. “Uh, no.”

Baxter looked back at the group around the table. “Well, nothing’s going to be accomplished sitting here. Mister Allemand, I recommend you return to your quarters until this is settled. I’m going to find my wife before J’hana does. Tilleran, you’re with me.”

“Um…ok,” Tilleran said uncomfortably, and followed Baxter out of the room.

“This is enough reason to fire him, right?” Vansen said, looking at Bradley.

“Not yet, but I’ll let you know when,” Bradley said, and gestured to Allemand. The Frenchman stood and walked with Bradley and his entourage out the opposite door.

Richards looked at the remainder of the room’s occupants: Hartley and Vansen. “Well, then. I guess that leaves the rest of us to run the ship.”

“Some more so than others,” Vansen said cattily and walked out.



What must they be thinking? Peterman thought to herself, curled in her special hiding nook. She was fairly certain she’d be safe here from J’hana’s security sweeps.

Meanwhile, Robespierre and Richilieu, the two poodles, still slept, curled in little poofy white balls on the other side of the compartment from her.

Lugging them all the way down to the port nacelle had been tricky. They weren’t light, and she couldn’t risk using an antigrav. So she just had to sort of push them along the Jefferies’ tubes. But it was worth all that effort. Those dogs may not realize it now, but in a few years, after some intensive counseling, they’d see what Peterman was doing was for the best.

But now she just had to focus on keeping out of J’hana’s way. Sure, the Andorian helped her break into Allemand’s ship, but Peterman knew the score. This was much like when J’hana had gotten loose in the ship and Peterman had to chase her down and counsel her. The counselor had a job to do and she did it, regardless of the fact that she was chasing down one of her crewmates. And…sort of…a friend.

Now the roles were reversed. But J’hana was going to have to work extra hard to find Peterman. She was deep in the port nacelle, underneath meters and meters of plasma coil, where no sensor could penetrate. Sure, she couldn’t stay down there indefinitely. Eventually a maintenance team would probably find her. But Peterman only needed to stay long enough to formulate the rest of her plan…whatever that was.

All she had to do was find a way down to Fleuria Prime, once the Explorer got there. Then it was just a matter of finding an accommodating Fleurian to take in her two poodles and give them the loving, protective home they so needed. Peterman hadn’t known many French persons in her life, but the ones she knew had always been kind and gentle, friendly folk. She didn’t forsee any problems, once she got down to the planet.

Then came the hard part. Turning herself in. Returning to the Explorer and facing J’hana. And Andy. There’d be questions, maybe even a court martial. But she’d have done the right thing. She’d be able to sleep nights again.

Peterman put her hands behind her head and leaned back against the plasma junction behind her. Yes, she’d thought this all out.

All she had to do was lay low for a while.

Nobody would find her here.

Peterman concentrated on that thought and drifted off to sleep, finally…

Just then she felt something touch her shoulder.

“Hi there,” a sweet voice said. “I figured you’d be pretty tired from running around the ship causing havoc, so I made you some s’mores.”

Peterman’s eyes opened wide. “Janice!”

Dr. Janice Browning knelt by her, a tray of steaming chocolatey treats in her hand. “C’mon. Have a few.”

Peterman leaned up. “How the hell did you find me?”

Browning shrugged. “Easy. I was out on the same drunken night with you and Hartley two years ago when she revealed the safest place to hide on the ship. Who’da thought you’d actually need that information?”

“Man, she was really out of it when she told us that,” Peterman sighed. “She probably doesn’t even remember telling us that.”

Browning looked around. “How long do you figure on staying down here?”

“As long as it takes,” Peterman said. No need to divulge her plan. If Browning was captured, J’hana would interrogate her. And Peterman wouldn’t wish that on her worst enemy.

“I take it you have a plan.”

“Maybe.”

Browning nodded. “Listen, I watched J’hana come through my sickbay with four security officers, lifting blankets off the dead bodies to see if you were hiding in there. She means business. You’ve got to be careful.”

Peterman blinked. “There are dead bodies in sickbay?”

“Um. A few. But that’s not the point. You need to resolve this before someone gets hurt.”

“We may be too late for that,” Peterman said, leaning her head back and staring up at the ceiling of the cramped compartment.

“Why is that?” Browning asked.

“Just a feeling…”



“You really think she’d be hiding in her quarters?” Ensign Keefler asked as J’hana marched down the corridor toward Peterman’s seldom-used quarters. Mostly, she just kept her animals in there. Should she ever move out, J’hana pitied the next tenant. They’d never get the smell out.

“No, I don’t,” J’hana said. “But we may find clues as to her whereabouts.”

“Oh,” Keefler said as the pair reached the doors. “What now?”

“What now is you stay out here. I’m going in alone.”

“But…”

“No buts. She keeps all her animals in there. Usually there are restraining fields holding the more dangerous ones at bay, but in this case, one can’t be too certain.”

“How bad can it be?”

J’hana just smirked at Keefler. “Was I ever as young and stupid as you?” She shook her head. “No matter. Wait out here. If I do not come out in ten minutes, seal this deck.”

Keefler nodded. “Aye, sir.”

J’hana keyed open the door to Peterman’s quarters and stepped in, letting it close behind her. The quarters were dim.

“Lights,” J’hana said.

The lights didn’t come on.

“Lights,” she said again. Still nothing.

“Computer, activate emergency mood lighting.”

Per request, the computer initiated a warm, amber glow throughout the room. Just enough to see, but not enough to see everything clearly. J’hana looked around. “Here, animals, animals. Come to Jannie…”

Suddenly J’hana’s ankle hit something…a tripwire!

“ZHARNT!” the Andorian cursed, and fell backwards, looking up in time to see a bucket hanging from the ceiling overturn and drop piles of…glop onto her.

“This is to get me back for the raw sewage incident,” J’hana said wryly, lying in glop. She rubbed her finger along her face and tasted the glop. “Raw meat chunks. Hmm. Raw meat chunks.” She sat up.

She heard a growl from the bedroom.

“Raw meat chunks!” she exclaimed, jumping to her feet. “So that is how you want to play it, Counselor? Very well, I will play your game.”

She saw a giant shadow loom in the doorway to the bedroom.

J’hana reached behind her back and yanked out her bat’leth. “She isn’t fooling around. Clever girl.”

“ROAAAAAAAAAAAR!”

And instantly it was upon her.



Keefler’s combadge suddenly chirped. “Baxter to Keefler. What’s your position?”

“We’re checking out your wife’s…quarters…sir,” the security officer replied as he paced outside Peterman’s seldom-used (at least for humans) cabin.

“I want to speak to J’hana. Why aren’t my comms getting through?”

Keefler ducked his head into the cabin, then quickly yanked it out. “Because she is currently a little busy fighting a lion, sir.”

“Damn it! Go in there and try to break up the fight!”

“I’m sorry, Captain, but there’s just some things you cannot ask an officer to do. That’s, like, three of the things.”

“Very well. Godspeed to both of them. Baxter out.”

Keefler sighed.



J’hana roared back at the beast, tumbling with it, gripping it by the throat as it scratched and clawed at her.

“You think this will stop me, Peterman! Think again, you fool! This will only slow me down!” J’hana growled as she shoved the beast up against the wall. “I know your weakness, Zha-Zha! I babysat you. Remember? When you were but a cub! Now we are enemies! So it shall be!” And J’hana unleashed her secret weapon.

She tickled Zha-Zha the lion in her armpits. The creature collapsed to the floor in a fit of pleased yelps.

J’hana brushed her hands together and turned around. “I am wasting my time in here. I had better leave before the rhinoceros gets out.”



“You leave that rinoceros alone, J’hana. That was a gift from the K’tarrian Ambassador!” Baxter said as he and Lt. Commander Tilleran marched down the corridor toward engineering, where Tilleran said she was getting a definite bead on Peterman’s thoughts. Baxter was amazed it had taken him five years to fully utilize Tilleran’s sensory powers. He thought about all the trouble she could have saved him. He still couldn’t find his favorite sock. He shook his head silently as he walked. That sock didn’t have thoughts, so she’d probably be useless finding it. But people, well, that’s what telepaths were for. Sensing.

“Anything, Commander?” Baxter asked as he and Tilleran rounded a corner into Engineering.

“She came through this way,” Tilleran said, “But I’m not convinced she’s still here. She’s…farther out.”

“Can you be more specific?”

“Farther from the center of the ship. Out on the edges. Port side…” Tilleran turned, holding her fingers to her temples. “Her thought patterns are very strong. She’s worried about being caught, concerned about those two poodles…she’s…I’ve almost got her…she’s…”

“She’s hiding in the port nacelle,” Dr. Janice Browning said, squirming out of a nearby Jefferies’ tube hatch.

Baxter stared incredulously at Browning. “And how would you know that?”

“I just came from chatting with her.”

“And how did you find her?”

“Because I know her hiding places.”

“And how come I don’t know her hiding places?”

“Because you’re not very perceptive, Andy,” Browning said, patting Baxter lovingly on the chest. “Now stop saying ‘and,’ and go find your wife.”

“Tilleran,” Baxter said, motioning to the Jefferies tube.

“You know, it’s not fair of you to pit me against my girlfriend like this, Captain,” she said, ducking in the tube. Baxter followed.

“I thought you guys weren’t dating anymore.”

“It’s off and on.”

“Interesting.”

“Good luck, Andy,” Browning said quietly, then headed out of engineering. She almost bumped into Lt. Commander Hartley. “Oh, sorry, Comman–”

“So that’s how it goes, eh?” Hartley asked, arms folded. “You’re betraying Counselor Peterman, just like that?”

Browning scratched her head. “What?”

“I was just down the corridor, listening. You gave up Kelly’s position to the enemy!”

“The enemy? Andy’s her husband, he’s just concerned about her.” Browning smiled coyly and strolled down the corridor. “Besides, who says I betrayed Kelly?”

Hartley stared after Browning, her eyes going wide. “You two-timer!”

“I’m raising a changeling. It pays to be shifty, Megan.”

“No kidding.”



“Ah-hah! I gotcha!” Baxter and Tilleran squeezed out of the Jefferies tube and into the Port Nacelle control hub.

“Ow, stop elbowing me!” Tilleran said. “I already told you, I can’t sense her here anymore.”

“I figured she was just using some kind of mind trick on you,” Baxter said haughtily, hands on hips as he looked around the cramped, and empty, room. “I smell something.”

“That would be dog poo,” Tilleran said, pinching her nose shut. “Can we get out of here?”

“Well, do you sense her anywhere nearby?” Baxter asked desperately.

“No. I think it’s safe to say she gave us the slip.”

“Janice!” Baxter growled, diving back into the Jefferies tube.

Tilleran just sighed and followed him in.



Peterman ran at a steady gait along one of the access tunnels that ran along the outer edge of the stardrive section, the two poodles, now awake, and on leashes, trotting behind her. She’d successfully given her husband and J’hana the slip, and managed to go several hours without being captured. Since waking up, the dogs had responded well to her. All the more reason to believe they’d been abused by their master. They were eager to follow orders from anyone who didn’t hit them. Boy, did that Allemand have a royal spanking in store for him!

Peterman said a silent thank-you to Janice Browning for providing a diversion to spring her from her hiding place. Browning said she really wasn’t taking sides, that she was just seeking a quick end to this conflict. But her diversionary tactic bought Peterman the one thing she truly needed: A route to a cargo transporter. They’d be at Fleuria Prime within the hour, then she’d be able to escape the Explorer by simply beaming down, providing her shields weren’t raised. And even if they were, she was reasonably sure she could contact Hartley and get her to drop the shields long enough to get her down there. Yes, Hartley would be on her side. She had no particular loyalties to the captain anyway, and had always been a bit of an anarchist at heart.

Peterman yanked a small padd out of her thigh pocket and paged through it as Robespierre peed on an ODN junction. “Yes! Just a few more meters, lovies, and we’ll be at the hatch to the cargo bay!”

The dogs yipped happily, and she thought one of them may have pooped. It was hard to tell–it was dark in the access tunnel.

Peterman jogged up to a small hatch, Robespierre and Richilieu tagging behind. She cranked it open and slid through, and felt the pinch of a phaser barrel shoved against her forehead.

“Nice outfit,” J’hana said flatly.

“J-J’hana?” Peterman stumbled. “Fancy meeting you here.”

“You’re wily, counselor, but not wily enough,” Lt. Commander J’hana said, then tapped her combadge. “J’hana to President Dillon. I have captured Counselor Peterman. As I’d anticipated, she headed for one of the more out of the way cargo transporters. I also should inform you that I defeated her lion in honorable combat.”

“Very…good, J’hana,” Bradley said over the comm channel. “Put her in the brig, and bring the dogs to me. Mister Allemand will no doubt be glad to see them.”

“You heard the man,” J’hana said, gesturing with her phaser. “Please stand up, Counselor. You are under arrest, of course. Please don’t make me shoot you.”

“Yeah, hate to do that,” Peterman muttered. “Guess you win, huh?”

“Was there ever a doubt?”

Just then, all the lights went out.

Amid the panicked barking of Robespierre and Richlieu, Peterman clasped both her fists together and swung them around, knowing she’d have only one chance at this. She connected on a blow to the side of J’hana’s head, sending the shocked Andorian to the ground, and her phaser clattering to the deck. She swiftly picked up the phaser and dragged Robespierre and Richilieu along with her.

“Dozens of Klingons are no match for you, but fight one little Ship’s Counselor and you buckle,” Peterman gloated as she left the cargo bay. “I guess I’ll be counseling you about that sometime next week, provided I get to keep the job.”

She nearly stumbled over Ensign Keefler in the dark as she plowed down the corridor. He didn’t have time to get his phaser out of the holster; she felled him with one stun blast.

“Sorry about that! I know how you fear focused light beams!” she called over her shoulder as she ran down the corridor. “Thanks, Megan, wherever you are!” she called to the ceiling. The Engineer had obviously come through for her in a pinch once again.



“What the hell did you do in there?” Lt. Commander Hartley asked, waving a palm beacon in Baxter and Tilleran’s faces as they squirmed out of the Jefferies tube and back into Engineering.

“I don’t know,” Baxter said. “I didn’t do anything. Didn’t you?”

“I didn’t touch a thing,” Hartley said. “What, you think I’d hurt my ship to save a couple dogs? I haven’t softened THAT much!”

“Damn,” Baxter said. “Well, Janice’s not ordering food in the holodeck, so we couldn’t have lost power that way. I guess Kelly did it again.”

“Or J’hana blew out a power conduit while shooting at her,” Tilleran offered.

“Either way,” Baxter said, snatching the beacon from Hartley. “We need to get to the bridge. Tilleran, you’re with me. Hartley: Get power back up.”

“Well…if you insist!” Hartley snapped back. Then, once alone in engineering, she smiled as she went to re-couple the power conduits she’d decoupled. “You’re not the only one who can lie through your teeth, Janice Browning.”



There was only one chance now, Peterman thought. The whole ship was powerless, except maybe for life support. That meant that the shuttlebay doors couldn’t be opened. The escape pods would be locked down. The transporters would be down.

Really, there was only one place she could go and get off the ship. One mode of transport that was reasonably easy to steal, too, given the Explorer’s history.

Peterman took a deep breath as she stood in the circular corridor, having cranked open the specially sealed door. She thought she could here Richelieu peeing. What was Allemand feeding these dogs?

How many times had she stood in this corridor and dreaded the upside-down spin action that lined up the personnel within with the upside- down orientation of the scoutship U.S.S. Escort?

Now she wished there was some power to get the revolving corridor cranking, because the alternative was even less attractive.

Peterman hadn’t done a lot of anti-grav or reverse-grav training since her time at the Academy. All she did know is it was sure to be damn disorienting to crank open that hatch to the Escort and flip herself inside, and suddenly find herself standing upside down.

Not to mention doing it while dragging two dogs behind her.

“Well, it’s now or never, guys,” Peterman said, shoving the palm beacon she’d pilfered from a nearby storage hatch into her armpit. She approached the Escort hatch and reached into her bicep pocket, retrieving the handy-dandy Starfleet Door-Jammer (TM) mechanism that had helped so many Starfleet crew get around powerless vessels over the years. She placed it on the hatch, punched a control, and grinned as the hatch wheezed open.

She tentatively stepped through the hatch, then did a somersault.

It felt like she had suddenly fallen over, only instead of tipping forward, she tipped backwards, and her feet planted firmly on the ceiling of a well-lit corridor, which of course was the flooring of the Escort. Which, Peterman guessed, still had power.

“Whew,” Peterman said, grasping her stomach, which hadn’t turned upside down as quickly as she had.

The dogs, meanwhile, threw up everywhere.

“We’re really going to have to work on your diets, boys,” Peterman observed, and pulled the dogs along the Escort corridor. “C’mon. Before someone else gets clued in to this bright idea.”

She took the lift up (down?) to the bridge level, and stepped through the perfectly functioning lift doors, coming face-to-face with Lt. Commander J’hana, who looked none the worse for ware save a big navy blue bruise on the side of her head. And, it seemed, one slightly tweaked antenna.

“The ride through the airlock was a real vizitch, was it not?” J’hana hissed.

“Didn’t notice,” Peterman said, fingering the firing stud on the phaser rich rested at her side. “Say, how’d you get here so fast?”

“Because I am in charge of ship’s security,” J’hana said simply. “And because I am J’hana.”

“Right.”

“Now,” J’hana said, raising her phaser at Peterman. “I do not know what is happening back on the Explorer, but you and I have business.”

“You’re right,” Peterman said, holding her wrists forward for J’hana. “Cuff me, or whatever it is you do. I deserve to be punished.”

J’hana let out a low growl. “Do not try to distract me!” J’hana sighed and put her phaser down. She turned and punched the door control to the captain’s readyroom/quarters, just adjacent to the bridge. “Go in there and sit down.”

“What?”

She lifted the phaser again. “I said sit!”

“Fine, fine,” Peterman said, pulling Robespierre and Richelieu along with her into the cabin, which, she grinned, smelled kinda like a zoo.

J’hana stepped into the cabin and allowed the door to close behind her. She put her phaser down again and stared at Peterman. “We have a problem.”

“No kidding,” Peterman said sullenly, and took a seat on the couchbed (which was currently a couch). “I can’t seem to outsmart you.”

“We already knew that to be the case. I mean, we have a problem in that I don’t necessarily want to turn you over to President Dillon.”

Peterman stared up at J’hana from the stiff sofa. “What?”

“You…referenced Dwanok earlier. And I realize you made a valid point.”

“You mean…I said something that really made you think? I…I may have defeated you by counseling instead of guile and weaponry?”

“You have not defeated me!” J’hana shouted, raising her phaser again.

“Right, right, I mean…allowed you to defeat me.”

“Yes,” J’hana said, and let the phaser back down. “In any event, I have a dilemma. My sense of duty tells me that I should take you to President Dillon, no questions asked. My sense of honor tells me that you are on the path of the righteous, and that I would be wrong to stand in your way.”

“Sounds like there is a powerful struggle going on within you, J’hana,” Peterman said, and crossed her legs. “Let’s talk about that.”



Baxter’s palm beacon lighted upon the rigid features of Jacques Allemand as he plodded down the Deck 14 corridor toward the Jefferies tube to the bridge.

He expected the Fleurian Minister to look shocked, or panicked, or at least worried about the Explorer’s current power predicament (one of many lately, Baxter grumbled to himself). Instead, he looked downright calm. He had a satchel at his side and something in his hand. A beacon of his own?

“Captain, watch out, he’s planning to–” Tilleran suddenly cried out, just as Allemand raised his hand and fired what Baxter now realized was a phaser, right at Tilleran. It winged her on her shoulder and knocked her to the ground.

“Tilleran!” Baxter cried, but could do nothing to help the Betazoid, as Allemand suddenly shoved the phaser against Baxter’s neck and grabbed him around the shoulders.

“Ma Capitan,” Allemand hissed. “You would do well to take me directly to your scout vessel, or you will be killed. Comprennez-vous?”

“I understand, but I don’t know what that last thing you said means.”

“Forget about it,” Allemand said, pushing Baxter down the corridor. “Lead the way.”

“Um…how do you know about the Escort?” Suddenly, realization hit Baxter. “You! You’re the one that turned off the power!” Baxter felt pretty good about himself for piecing that together.

“No, that was merely a helpful coincidence. I thought I’d have to rely on my phaser to do the talking. No, I’m not versed enough in your ship’s systems to disable it, but I’ve perused your vessel’s library computers. Learned many things about the Federation and the glory and achievements of good old Terra Firma.”

“Well then what the hell are you doing?” Baxter said, then it dawned on him.

Allemand smirked. “It should be obvious.”

“It really isn’t.”

“Well, I’ll tell you as soon as we get aboard your scoutship, and are free of any crewmembers empowered to stand in our way.”

Baxter had to hand it to Allemand. Whatever his motives, he’d be scot free if he managed to get aboard the Escort and detach it, especially with the Explorer currently on the fritz.

Because, really, at that point, there’d be nobody around to stop him.



J’hana sat beside Peterman, as Robespierre walked up and licked her hand. “Counselor, you must understand, Dwanok’s death has had far more of an affect on me than you realized. I did not feel comfortable discussing it with you, because you had a death of your own to mourn.”

“I did?” Peterman said.

“Charlie.”

“Oh, yes. He’s dead.” Peterman often forgot most of the crew didn’t realize Charlie was in stasis in the former Inventory Control office.

“In any event, I can appreciate the need to…vent your frustrations over your powerlessness to save Charlie. I understand this is a symbolic act. That this is something you need to free yourself of the pain of Charlie’s death.”

“I didn’t realize you understood me so well.”

“Probably because you were too busy with your own problems,” J’hana muttered under her breath, then looked at Peterman. “No matter. I will help you transport these dogs to Fleuria Prime, and find good owners for them, if that is what you feel you must do.”

“And after that?”

“And after that, we both must deal with the consequences.”

“Fair enough,” Peterman said, and stood up.

J’hana suddenly grabbed her arm, antennae twitching. “Stop where you are!”

“You’re not going to aim that phaser at me AGAIN, are you, Peterman said?”

“No,” J’hana snapped. “I…sense…” She turned quickly and looked out the small porthole. The stars were…moving. “This vessel has detached.”

“How’s that possible?” Peterman asked. “We’re the only ones aboard.”

J’hana’s antennae twitched again. “No, we’re not. There are two others aboard the ship. They’re on the bridge right now.”

“Who…”

“One is…unidentifiable. The other…is wearing Starfleet Red cologne…and smells of garlic.”

“Andy!”

“Apparently,” J’hana said, grabbing her security tricorder and flipping it open. “There is a weapon in the other room. The other occupant is human, and looks as if he is aiming the weapon at the captain.”

“Who could be…” Peterman said, then snapped her fingers. “Allemand.”

“That,” J’hana said, “is highly…maybe.”

“We need to do something!” Peterman said, and J’hana suddenly covered the counselor’s mouth with one powerful hand.

“Be quiet!” she said between clenched teeth. “This is my purview, Counselor. Kindly let me do my job and defeat whatever madman has your husband held captive.”

“But he’s MY husband,” Peterman said, a little more quiet.

“And I am his Chief of Security!” J’hana said, raising her voice and her phaser.

Suddenly, the poodles started barking.

J’hana and Peterman looked down at them, then at each other.

“Uh-oh,” they both said, and each quickly wrapped a hand around one of the poodles’ snouts.



“Uh-oh,” Commander Chris Richards said from the command chair, as one by one, systems around the bridge twinkled online.

“‘Uh-oh’?” President Bradley Dillon asked, arms folded, staring at Richards as he sat in the command chair. “Is that all you have to say?”

“Well what would you say?” Richards said. “Ensign Koltz has just informed us that the Escort just detached from our ship and fell off our sensor screens, and we can’t find our science officer, captain, chief of security, counselor OR our Fleurian diplomat. What would your response be?”

“To call for help,” Bradley said. “Immediately.”

“Just one problem, Mister President,” Vansen said, running a hand over her face as she stared at the tactical console. “Because we’re out in the middle of nowhere looking for your ‘mysterious alien race,’ we don’t have any Starfleet backup nearby.”

“The Fleurians?” Bradley suggested.

Vansen shook her head. “They’re at least another six hours away at warp, and we don’t have the warp engines back up yet.”

“Then contact them. I know their resources are limited, but maybe they could send a search ship. They may be the only people out here we can really trust.”

“Tilleran…to…bridge. The Fleurian just kidnapped the captain. Shot me. Losing consciousness…fast…somebody get me to Sickbay…or…wait. I’m already at Sickbay now. Thanks anyway…ugh….”

Richards stood up. “Richards to Browning!”

“Browning here. Christopher, you’ll be glad to know Tilleran will be all right. She suffered a phaser blast to the solar plexus. We just brought her in, and we’ll get her patched up in notime.”

“Get her talking as fast as you can, Janice. She’s the only person who saw what happened to the captain.”

There was a pause. “Something happened to Andy?”

“He was kidnapped.”

“Well, Kelly went too far this time, didn’t she?”

“It wasn’t Kelly. It was Allemand.”

“And why ever would he want to kidnap the captain of a Federation starship?”



“THE STATUE OF LIBERTY!”

Captain Baxter rubbed his eyes tiredly as he leaned over the helm console of the Escort. “You’ve got to be kidding me.” He cocked his head. “Do you hear barking?”

“Don’t try to change the subject!” Allemand was perched in the Escort’s little command chair. “Now what makes you think I’m kidding?”

“Because that’s the stupidest thing I’ve ever heard.” Baxter considered that. “Why would you want a big old hunk of metal sitting in the middle of Ellis Swamp?”

Allemand leaned forward, mad desire in his eyes, as Baxter looked over his shoulder at the French diplomat, narrowing his eyes suspiciously and wondering if this guy was operating on a fully-powered warp core.

“Don’t you see, the people of your North America never thanked us!”

“Who, the French?”

“Yes!”

“What did they have to do with anything?”

“They built the thing, idiote!”

“Really?”

Allemand smiled, steepling his fingers and pressing them to his chin. “My great, great, great, great, great, great, great….well, many generations removed…grandfather, Pierre-Yvon Allemand was one of the builders. His sweat and toil produced one of the most beautiful landmarks on Earth, and him and his French brethren selflessly delivered it to you piglike North Americans. And for what?”

“I don’t know….maybe they just wanted to be nice.”

“They wanted to be THANKED!” Allemand snapped.

“They weren’t thanked?” Baxter asked, turning around in his seat at the helm. “That doesn’t seem fair.”

“Now you’re getting it! Now you see why the whole lot of us departed when we did. We petitioned the Earth government for a formal gesture of gratitude from the North Americans but none ever came, so we left Earth, determined to find a place where gestures of friendship are returned. Did your Americans even once try to give anything to the French?”

Baxter thought about that. “History wasn’t exactly a specialty when I was in school, but it seems to me I remember some big, uncomfortable war that the Americans helped the French out with, sending money and troops. And I don’t think the French ever paid them back for that. So…” Baxter stuck out his hand. “Let’s call it even. Shake?”

Allemand slapped Baxter’s hand away. “Never! It’s too late! No war effort is enough to bring back Pierre-Yvon, who, one day before the statue was finished, fell form the top of her torch. Of course, the primitive antigrav devices of the time were not able to prevent his fall, and he perished, never having seen his creation come to completion.”

Baxter nodded uncomfortably, then turned around and looked at the viewscreen, the onrushing stars. “Then, Mister Allemand, could you tell me what exactly we’re doing out here?”

Allemand smiled. “We are going to make our way back to Earth and get what’s rightfully mine…I mean the Fleurians’.”

“The…statue?”

“Yes.”

“Just send the Federation Council a subspace message. I’m sure they’ll gladly give it to you.”

“That’s not enough. I want to be thanked. In person.”

“This is ridiculous. You mean your whole colony is based on this…petty need for a ‘thank you’?”

“We all had family who worked on the statue. We all deserve to see it tower over the Sacred Future Statue Location in the center of New New Paris.”

“You realize we’ll never make it all the way back to Earth in this ship?”

“Then we’ll find the nearest Federation ship, and hijack it, using you as a hostage.”

“Nobody would give up their ship for me. I’m not that important.”

“That’s just a risk we’ll have to take,” Allemand snapped.

Baxter sighed. It was time to make a final push with this guy. “Listen,” he said, bracing his hands on his knees. He tried to remember all the things his wife told him about after work every day. SOMETHING of it had to sink in, at some point. “You’ve been holding on to this repressed anger for far too long. Don’t you think it’s time to let go of that…”

Allemand looked at Baxter a long moment, as if he was just now seeing the Captain. He was really buying this! Time to finish with a joke.

“You know, pass the torch?”

“Zut alors!” Allemand growled, rising out of the command chair and leveling his phaser at Baxter, blasting him into unconsciousness so hard that he spun in his chair at helm.

“Zut yourself!” Lt. J’hana cried, dropping from the ceiling onto Allemand, knocking the phaser out of his hand, then knocking his head repeatedly against the metal deck of the Escort bridge until he lost consciousness.

Suddenly, the door to the bridge opened up, and Peterman rushed in, two yipping poodles flanking her.

The poodles immediately sunk upon a groaning Allemand, licking him all over his face.

Peterman knelt by Baxter, checked for a pulse. “He’s alive, thank goodness. Could you have waited any longer to spring yourself on him, J’hana?”

“I had trouble getting the Jefferies hatch open,” J’hana said.

Peterman looked from Baxter to Allemand, who half-consciously waved a hand at his dogs, batting them away. “Any clue as to what he wanted?”

“Only that it had something to do with a law or governmental policy,” J’hana said. “They kept saying the word ’statute.”

Peterman shrugged. “Weird.”



Ship’s Counselor’s Log,

Stardate 56559.8. We’re delivering Monsieur Allemand back to his home planet of Fleuria, without a Statue of Liberty to show for his efforts.

It remains to be seen whether the Fleurians knew of his treacherous plan to play dead with his ship and hijack a Federation vessel, but I’m sure President Dillon and the Captain will have all sorts of pleasant conversation about it when they beam down to the surface and talk to the Fleurian Ruling Council about it tomorrow morning.

I’d love to join them, and personally deliver Monsieur Allemand, and his poor mistreated poodles, to the proper authorities, but I have other matters to attend to.



“I’ll never get people like you,” Captain Baxter said, standing in the brig, arms folded, staring across a crackling forcefield at Allemand, curled in a ball, on the bench in his cell. “You live in the past. You hold grudges. You build your life around what, in essence, is a dead issue. It’s pathetic. It’s no way to live, and I hope you’ve learned that lesson here today.”

“Fu toi,” Allemand grumbled, and buried his head in his knees.

“You’re welcomed,” Baxter said with a smile, and took three steps to his left. He was now looking across a forcefield at his wife who was laying down on the bench in her cell, staring up at the ceiling of the brig.

“You know J’hana enjoyed putting me in here,” Peterman said softly. “Gave her some kind of freakish pleasure.”

“Let’s not dwell on that, shall we, honey?” Baxter said weakly, although he knew it to be true. And J’hana wasn’t the only one. Vansen wanted to throw a party to commemorate the occasion. “The important thing is, you’re only in there a couple weeks. I had to serve a thirty-day sentence, remember?”

“Need I remind you that I was right? That Allemand WAS a bad guy?”

“That may be, but you violated, like, two dozen ship’s rules. Not the least of which was shooting people and lying to your husband.”

“It’s not against ship’s rules to lie to your husband,” Peterman said.

“It is when he’s also your captain!”

“Oh, sure, bring THAT up again.”

Baxter sighed. “You should have told me.”

“You would have stopped me. Some things you just do because you know, in your heart, they’re right. And it doesn’t matter if I’m in the brig. I’ll sleep more soundly on this bench than I would have in my own bed, because I know I freed those dogs from their naughty master. Don’t you realize how that grated at me, considering…everything that’s happened?”

“So you did this all…for Charlie?”

Peterman rolled to her side, to face Baxter. “I had to do something, Andy. I was torn up inside.”

Baxter nodded. “And now?”

“Now I feel a little better. I’m sorry if it doesn’t make sense to you. I’m sorry if you don’t get people who build their lives around what, in essence, is a dead issue.”

Oops. Baxter frowned. “You heard that?”

“You were four feet away.”

“Well, I wasn’t talking about you.”

“Maybe you weren’t, but the same thing applies. And just like Allemand had to do what he did, and just like J’hana had to do what she did when Dwanok’s life was in danger…the same applies to me.”

“Except J’hana didn’t serve any brig time,” Baxter said thoughtfully.

“You are NOT throwing her in here!” Peterman snapped.

Baxter thought about that, tried not to get a thrill from the concept, then concentrated on keeping a straight face. “Good night, sweetheart, and get some sleep. I’m going to be by tomorrow morning to bust you out of this joint.”

Peterman watched him go. “You mean it?”

“I’ll have to move some appointments around, but…yeah.” Baxter smiled as he ducked out of the brig.

As the lights went dim in the brig, Allemand could be heard grumbling something at Peterman. “Sleep well, you sadistic, meddling, infuriating salope!”

And she did.



FIN.



NEXT:



Dr. Browning has her eye on a certain someone on the Explorer. Having not been the luckiest in love over the last few years, is this Janice Browning’s chance to truly find love? Or will forces conspire to muck up her first shot in a long time at building a solid relationship? And what does pet psychology have to do with anything?




Heartburn



“The jailhouse special,” Dr. Janice Browning grinned, setting the plate before Counselor Kelly Peterman and grinning devilishly. “Two eggs, over medium, with a criss-cross of hashbrowns caging them in, and a side of bread and water. Well, bagels and water.”

Counselor Peterman grimaced up at Browning as steam rose from the plate in front of her. “You really know how to cheer a girl up, don’t you?”

Browning sat down opposite Peterman at her table in Space Tastes as the counselor looked at a padd. She studied Peterman’s eyes as she read. “What’s wrong, Kelly?”

Peterman sighed and spun the padd across the table to Browning. “Read it for yourself.” She leaned back, poking at the food on her plate.

“Vansen sent you a memo?” Browning said, wrinkling her nose. “I’ve never gotten a memo before.”

“READ the memo, Janice.”

“Oh. Right.” Browning scanned the padd. “You’re suspended?”

“For two weeks!” Peterman exploded, causing some heads in the small Space Tastes cafe to turn.

“Didn’t you already do your ‘time’ in the brig?” Browning asked.

“Well, not really. Andy sort of…commuted my sentence.”

“Oh, that’s right. He broke you out the day after, didn’t he.” Browning rubbed her chin. “Guess Vansen didn’t like that.”

“She hated that, and she cited some obscure rule in the personnel manual saying that any Starfleet officer who assaults another is required to serve a minimum two-week suspension.”

Browning giggled. “Yeah, I guess you shouldn’t have shot Keefler, huh?”

“He recovered nicely, thanks to you,” Peterman muttered.

“Can’t Andy get you out of this?”

“He already tried. The best he could do was reduce the length of the suspension. Vansen originally wanted it to be a month.”

“Well,” Browning said. “Two weeks isn’t that bad.” She watched Peterman slowly nibble her food. “But what are all the….um…crazy people on the ship going to do until you get un-suspended?”

“I’m not sure. You’ll have to talk to our Interim Counselor.” Peterman pointed at the doorway to the cafe, and Browning turned to see what she was pointing at.

There, standing in the doorway, tall and lean, broad-shouldered, with a strong, pointed nose and chin, bulging, calculating eyes, and a pate of thinning black hair, stood Peterman’s replacement.

Doctor Doug Leonardo, galactically celebrated pet therapist.

Browning watched the doctor drift to a table in the corner, then sit down with a padd and look around the restaurant, tapping information into the padd and looking up at times as he worked.

“I’ve seen him on the ship a few times, but I’ve never spoken to him,” Browning said. “He’s never come into my restaurant.”

“I guess we should be relieved they didn’t haul Dr. Ranowat out of the Sicko Ward on Deck Twenty-Nine.”

“You know, you really shouldn’t be calling it the ‘Sicko Ward,’” Browning said. “Of all people, you should be sensitive to the…sanity challenged.”

“Not anymore. I’m not the counselor right now. Replaced twice in two years. Isn’t that awful?”

“Well, you did have a baby the first time. That’s understandable,” Browning said, still looking at Leonardo. “Have you ever spoken to him?”

“Not intentionally,” Peterman said. “But we did share a turbolift once, and he stepped on my foot by accident, and I said ‘ouch.’”

“Why have you never talked to him? Isn’t it nice to have someone else on the ship who works in your field?”

“He doesn’t work in my field!” Peterman snapped, accidentally flinging some egg yolk onto Browning’s apron.

Browning nonchalantly fingered the blob of yolk and put her finger in her mouth, savoring the taste. Yes, she did know how to do over-medium. So the yellow doesn’t run out, it merely crawls. “Close enough,” was her response.

“He’s a pop psychologist of the worst kind,” Peterman said. “He got his doctorate from Federation University, then squandered away his private practice with insane theories about pets and their similarities to human beings.”

“That’ll kill a guy’s career,” Browning said knowingly.

“So then he travels the galaxy, doing special holovision spots with celebrities and their pets. For Pete’s sake, his week-long series on that cat Spot was ridiculously overwrought with pedestrian theories and overblown assumptions!”

“I can see where you’re coming from,” Browning said, although she didn’t really. “I read his book on Captain Archer’s beagle. That was pretty informative.”

“It was drivel!” Peterman said. “You might as well read Counselor Troi’s books!”

Browning decided not to point out that she thought the three-volume set about her mother was incredibly touching. “Do you think you could do better?”

“Are you kidding?” Peterman snapped. “Of course I could do better!”

Browning folded her arms. “Then why don’t you try?”

“I just might,” Peterman said, shoving her plate away and standing up. “Whether you want me to succeed or not!”

“I do!”

“Don’t try to stop me,” Peterman said, marching out of Space Tastes.

“I won’t. Good luck!” Browning said, waving at Peterman as she left. As she got up and took Peterman’s plate, she decided to walk over and talk to Leonardo. It wouldn’t hurt to get his thoughts on Plato’s sudden refusal to eat solid food.

“Doctor Leonardo,” she began as she approached his table.

“One moment,” Leonardo said, holding up a hand to silence Browning as he worked on his padd. A minute or so later, just as Browning’s feet were beginning to cramp up, Leonardo looked up from his work. “What can I do for you, Doctor Browning?”

“I see no introductions are in order,” Browning said with a smile. “I guess you’ve done your homework on this crew.”

“Captain Baxter’s deflated ego should have gotten us all killed by now,” Leonardo said flatly, then giggled. “Except that his overcompensating optimism keeps him plugging along in spite of himself.”

“That’s…a nice way of thinking about it.”

“And I have no clue why Lieutenant Sefelt hasn’t been committed yet.”

“We kind of think of him as entertainment,” Browning said, gesturing to the seat across from Leonardo. “May I?”

Leonardo nodded. “Please. I was just finishing some paperwork.”

“May I ask what you’re working on?” Browning asked, leaning over the padd.

“I’m afraid not,” Leonardo said, swiping his padd off the table and putting it in his lap. “My next book. The publishers don’t like me sharing it with the…general public.”

“Uh-huh,” Browning said. “Well, you can’t get any more general than me.”

“Indeed,” Leonardo said, looking at Browning with narrowed eyes. “You are still in love with Commander Richards.”

“I…what?” Browning felt blind-sided.

“What a complex, endlessly puzzling relationship,” Leonardo said, clasping his hands in front of him.

“You don’t say,” Browning said, sinking a bit in her chair.

“Fraught with twists and turns, emotional peaks and valleys. And never a dull moment.”

“Oh, there are dull moments.” Like the current moments, in which Browning and Richards hardly talked. This was much like the period after their last break-up–the one in which they left the ship to pursue other careers, four years earlier. They really didn’t know how to act around each other yet. They were friends, surely, but it was so hard to make the discrimination between friends and…more.

“But Commander Richards is making strides,” Leonardo continued. “Talking to him this morning, I got the distinct impression he was ready to show a real commitment to Lieutenant Madera.”

“Commit? Christopher!” Browning laughed. “That’s a laugh.”

“Oh, I’m quite serious,” Leonardo said. “Apparently he was buoyed by the recent marriage of Mister Mirk and Commander Hartley, who is a piece of work herself.”

“Marriage?” Browning’s eyebrows went halfway up her forehead.

“Indeed,” said Leonardo. “I dare say they’ll be married before this year’s over.”

Browning swallowed hard. “And why do you dare say that?”

“Because I can see the resolve in his eyes. It’s…” Leonardo stared at the ceiling. “Like watching a tarkalian razorbeast circle its prey. You just see a certain…gleam in the creature’s eye. Have you ever seen a tarkalian razorbeast circle its prey?”

“Not…really…” Browning drifted off. “It was nice talking to you…Doctor. I’ll send Imhala to take your order.”

“No need,” Leonardo said, watching Browning as she stood up. “I don’t plan on eating.”

“Then why did you come here?” Browning asked, her vexation mounting second by second.

“To observe you in your natural habitat. Learn what kind of person you are.”

Browning stared at Leonardo long and hard. “Why…why me?”

“Because I find you…fascinating.”

“Me?”

Leonardo nodded. “Perhaps we can talk more in the future?”

“Uhm,” Browning stumbled, “sure, I…guess.”



“It was really strange,” Browning said, as she walked with Captain Andy Baxter along the residential deck that evening. “I just felt his eyes boring into me. Like he was studying me.”

“Studying? Really?” Baxter said. “Well, the guy is supposed to know his stuff. His resume on human behavior is well…it’s better than Kelly’s.”

“And yet he’d rather study animals than people,” Browning said.

“Yeah, it’s a wonder he and Kelly don’t get along better.”

“Maybe she feels threatened by him,” Browning suggested.

“Ya think?” Baxter said. “I don’t see why, though. He’s obviously chosen his milieu. Is that a word?”

“Beats me,” Browning said, as Baxter keyed entry into his quarters. Smoke billowed out of the door.

“Kelly?” Baxter asked, ducking into the cabin, followed by Browning, waving the smoke away with his hand. “Are you in here?”

“Mom, Aunt Kelly’s making fire!” Plato, Browning’s half-changeling son, said, running up to Browning and wrapping his arms around her legs. “Can we go home now?”

“S-sure, hon,” Browning said, looking around as Baxter scrambled over to his kitchenette, where Peterman was fumbling with a pan on a hotplate.

“What are you doing?” Baxter demanded.

“I was trying to make crepes for me and Plato. But then I went back into the bedroom to finish working on my book, and I guess I forgot about them.”

“You’re writing a book?” Baxter asked, cocking his head. “You?”

“Yes, me!” Peterman said. “And it’s going to pummel Counselor Troi’s book once it gets out on the market.”

“I didn’t realize you could write.”

“What, you think I’m illiterate?” Peterman asked, as suddenly the sound of a wailing baby came from the other room.

“Now look what we’ve done. We’ve gone and woken Steffie up,” Baxter said, and headed back to the bedroom, looking back at Peterman. “I’ll take care of it. Then we can take a look at that best seller you’ve been working on.”

“Was he being sarcastic?” Peterman asked Browning as Baxter left.

“I don’t think it’s in his nature,” Browning said softly.

“Well,” Peterman said, hands on hips. “You want me to replicate some dinner for you guys? After I put out that burning tablecloth over there?”

“No,” Browning said, backing toward the door with her son. “That’s okay. You guys have obviously got your hands full.”

“Can’t argue there,” Peterman said, smiling weakly. “See you at breakfast tomorrow?”

“It’s a…date,” Browning said, taking Plato by the hand and leading the adolescent changeling down the corridor.



“Mom, what’s a date?”

Plato had broken the silence that had fallen over the dinner table in the Browning quarters, as Plato dipped some of his prime rib into au jus sauce, then into a bowl of ketchup.

“Hmm?” Browning said distractedly, running her fork along her clean plate. It was customary that she finished eating a good twenty minutes before Plato…or anyone else for that matter.

“A date. What you mentioned to Aunt Kelly. I’ve never heard you use that word before.”

“Plato…you’re almost three years old. I’m sure you know what a date is. It’s… a small, shriveled up fruit, commonly found in the Mediterranean regions of Earth.”

“And you’re going to have that with Aunt Kelly tomorrow?”

Browning sighed, wiping her mouth with her napkin and pushing away from the table. “No. No, that’s not the kind of date I was talking about. A…date is when two people decide to get together.”

“Like you and Chris?”

“Sort…of,” Browning said.

“You and Chris don’t get together anymore.”

“Nope, we don’t,” Browning said, taking her plate and glass and sticking it into the replicator. She looked back at him. “Are you finished with dinner, sweetie?”

“Yep, all full,” Plato said, taking his plate and stacking his fork, knife, glass, and the bowl of ketchup on it. “Here you go!” His arm stretched and extended toward Browning, crossing the two meter distance to her very quickly.

She smiled as she took the stack and put it into the replicator. “Thank you, honey. You did a good job helping mommy. Now how about you go get ready for bed and I’ll be in there in a second to kiss you good night.”

“We’re not eating three desserts tonight?” Plato asked.

“Nah, I’m…not hungry,” Browning said, and was shocked as soon as she said that.

“WHAT?” Plato asked.

“Head on to bed, sweetie,” Browning said, leaning over and kissing him on the forehead.

As Plato trotted off to his bedroom, Browning turned to hit the “reclaim” button on the replicator and then headed over to the couch, where she sat down, leaning her elbows on her knees.

She stared at the object on the coffee table in front of her. A silver frame holding an image taken of her and Richards over five years ago, on the Aerostar. Her hair was longer, his hair was less…scruffy. They looked so much younger. They were sitting at a table in the Starlight Lounge, her in his lap, arms wrapped around each other, totally in bliss.

“Silly Janice,” Browning said to herself. “You can’t just turn back time.” She giggled softly and took the frame in her hands, and walked over to the bookcase in the far corner of her cabin. “There. That’s a much better place for that.” She stood back and looked at the photo again. She quickly turned it around, facing the wall. “There. Even better.”

“Mommy! I haven’t gotten my kiss yet!”

“Oh, right,” Browning said, and headed into Plato’s room to kiss him goodnight.



A half a melon and cup of yogurt sat across from Janice Browning in the restaurant the next morning, waiting patiently for their intended customer to walk in the door.

Browning was waiting for Peterman, who was a good ten minutes late. Not like her. Especially considering she didn’t really have a job right now. Browning made time for Peterman, and she had two jobs. Two!

Nurse Chadway, as she usually did in the morning, was covering sickbay so Browning could get Space Tastes through the breakfast crowd. And, Browning admitted, so the doctor could eat breakfast herself.

But that schedule was getting totally thrown out of whack, because Peterman was late.

Browning sighed and slapped her combadge. “Browning to Peterman.”

“Peterman here. Oh. Janice! I forgot all about you.”

“Your breakfast is getting cold,” Browning said. Not really a lie, but it was already cold to begin with.

“Well, I’m going to have to pass this morning, Janice. I’m sure you understand. I woke up this morning at oh-six hundred and got on a hot streak with this writing thing. I really think I’ve hit on something here.”

Browning wrinkled her nose. “What are you writing about?”

“I can’t really talk about it right now. I’ll fill you in later. Peterman out!”

“Damn it!” Browning said under her breath, as a tall shadow passed over her.

“Is this seat taken?”

“No. Help yours–” Browning began, then looked up at the owner of that rich, deep voice. “Doctor Leonardo.”

Leonardo sat opposite Browning, looked down at the melon and yogurt. “You know, Doctor, it is usually easier to eat your breakfast when it’s on the same side of the table as you.”

“No kidding,” Browning said. “Well, it wasn’t for me. And its intended recipient is not going to be here. So you’re welcomed to it.”

“Excellent. I do so love melons,” Leonardo said, taking his spoon starting on the yogurt. After a few bites, he looked up at Browning, who was just sitting there, looking thoughtful. “Aren’t you going to join me?”

“I’ve already eaten,” Browning said. Twice, but no need to share that.

“Well, I certainly don’t want to hold you up, if you have work…”

“I really don’t,” Browning said, watching Leonardo eat, as about four or five new customers walked in and sat down. “Nothing better to do at the moment.’

“Excellent,” Leonardo said. “Then we can get a chance to get to know each other better.”

“Yes,” Browning said. “I think I’d like that.”



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 56574.4. After several months traveling into deep space at high warp, we are finally about to make some progress toward finding this mysterious race called the Bast.

That’s what I would be saying, in a perfect world, if we’d actually made any progress toward finding the Bast, which we haven’t. Instead, we’ve only managed to locate the run of the mill, unfriendly, wants to kill us kind of species.



“Shields up,” Baxter said, rising from his chair as three ships swarmed the Explorer on the viewscreen. “Go to red alert. Arm all weapons. If they lay so much as a scorch mark on our hull, I want you to open fire with everything you’ve got, J’hana.”

“Ready as always,” J’hana said with an eager grin as her hands sat poised over the tactical controls.

“They’re coming around,” Lt. Commander Nell Vansen said, looking at the readout next to her chair. “Their weapons are reaching optimum power.”

“All I said was that I didn’t see a nametag on this solar system,” Baxter said. “No need to get all defensive!”

“You also called them ‘snarky,’” Tilleran said pointedly from sciences.

“That was a term of endearment,” Baxter said, as suddenly beams pounded the Explorer from all sides as all three ships opened fire. The ship rumbled and Baxter fell back into his seat. “Return fire! All weapons!”

Suddenly, the aft turbolift opened up, and Browning stepped out, looking around the bridge. “Andy…can we talk?”

Baxter gripped the command chair. “Can this wait a second, Janice? Fire again! Disable their engines!”

“Captain, they’ve called in backup,” Tilleran said, looking at her sensors as Browning strolled up to the railing behind the command chairs. “Reading nine more ships entering the system, weapons hot.”

“I guess we won’t be surveying the class-M worlds in this system for signs of the Bast after all,” Baxter grumbled, pushing out of his chair. “Susan, get us the hell out of here, maximum warp. Let me know if we’re being followed.”

“And where exactly are you going?” Vansen said, turning in her chair as Baxter walked up to the quarterdeck to join Browning.

“Janice said she needed to talk.”

“And your pedantic female friend’s problem is more important than the fact that we just took on major damage?”

“Oh, it was just minor shield damage,” Tilleran snapped.

“No one was talking to you!” Vansen snapped back.

“You have the bridge…Tilleran,” Baxter said, and smirked at Vansen as he lead the way into his readyroom, gesturing for Browning to follow. “Doctor, if you please….”

Browning followed Baxter into the readyroom. “What’s her problem?” she asked, as Baxter sat down on his couch. She sat down on the other end.

“Oh, I don’t know,” Baxter said, leaning back and staring at the ceiling. “Something about protocol or whatnot. She’s always bitching about something.” He looked over at Browning. “What can I do for you?”

Browning sat with her hands in her lap, staring at them. “Andy…am I wasting my time waiting for Christopher?”

Baxter sat up straight and looked at Browning. “I hadn’t realized you were waiting for him.”

“I hadn’t either. Until I realized I haven’t been on a date in almost a year.”

“That’s not true!” Baxter said. “You, me, and Kelly went to the pleasure caves on Gondol Six not four months ago!”

“A date, Andy!” Browning said, turning to face Baxter and grabbing his hands. “An actual date in which two people go out alone somewhere romantic, where there is the possibility of romantic…things happening.”

“Oh, that kind of date,” Baxter said dumbly, looking down at Browning’s hands. “So me and Kelly aren’t good enough for you anymore, huh?”

“You and me and Kelly are not a couple. You and Kelly are a couple. I need… someone else to…couple with.”

“Oh,” Baxter said. “I think I’m finally getting it. You need…some…um…loving.”

“Oh, jeeze…that’s not even the point. I need…I don’t know. I just need to be cared for.”

“Mmrm careya,” Baxter said under his breath, looking away.

“What?” Browning squinted. “You sound like your father.”

“I said I care for you,” Baxter said.

“Andy…that’s sweet,” Browning said, and squeezed Baxter’s hands. “But not that kind of caring. I need…the whole package.”

“And you obviously can’t get that with Chris.”

Browning raised her hands toward the ceiling. “Thank you! Finally! Someone understands!”

“So who then?” Baxter asked.

“Well, I have a…you know…date, tonight, with that pet therapist. Doctor Leonardo.”

“Leonardo?” Baxter fairly exploded. “Oh, no. We’ll never be able to double date.”

“So? You and Kelly have fun all by yourselves, right?”

“I…guess,” Baxter said. “Hmm. I wonder what Mirk and Hartley are doing tonight.”

Browning sighed. “I was just looking for an outside point of view on this, but I think I just realized I don’t need anyone else’s point of view. I think I can do this all on my own.”

“You can?”

Browning nodded. “Yeah. Thanks, Andy. You’ve been a big help.” She leaned forward and kissed Baxter on the cheek, then dashed out of the readyroom.

Baxter rubbed his cheek, looking confused. “Don’t mention it.”



“I’ve finally found you,” Doctor Doug Leonardo said in a giddy whisper as he watched the monitor console on his desk. Leonardo’s office was located in the bowels of the saucer section, near the child photographer and the antique dealer. If Ship’s Shoppes was the Explorer’s mall, then Leonardo was stuck in its fleamarket. He watched the image on his screen, compared it with others he’d compiled. Looked at the readings, the data flowing in on his screens, when suddenly his doorchime rang. He switched the console off. “Come in!”

The door slid open and Janice Browning walked in. “Doctor Leonardo…” she began, taking a long breath.;

“Please, call me Doctor Doug.”

“Doug,” she said again. “Can I sit down?”

“Doctor Doug,” Leonardo said with a smile. “And, of course. I have nothing to hide. But I should warn you I have an appointment with Lieutenant Fowler’s sheep in thirty minutes.”

Browning looked at him quizzically and sat down across from his desk. She looked around. The room smelled slightly of animal dung, and his walls were adorned with animal photos, inscribed with funny quotes. For instance, he had one painting of a cat hanging from a tree, with the delightful inscription of “Hang in there.”

“I like the way you’ve decorated your office, Doctor Doug,” Browning said.

“Please,” Leonardo said. “Call me Doug.”

Browning blinked. “Doug…I was just wondering if you were busy tonight.”

Leonardo leaned forward, leaning his head on his hands. “Busy? Me? Why, no. I keep to myself, mostly.”

“Would you like to have dinner with me?”

“Why, Doctor Browning…could this be construed as a date?”

Browning shifted in her seat. “Um, sure. And you can call me Janice.”

“Janice, I’d be delighted. I’ve been looking forward to tasting some of your cuisine.”

“I do have that restaurant in the mall…”

“Yes, I remember being there this morning. Nice melon.”

“Um…thanks,” Browning said with a smile. “Well, then, it’s settled. I’m going to cook you something fantastic tonight, after the restaurant closes. How’s twenty-one hundred hours?”

Leonardo switched on his console and reviewed some information that scrolled across the screen. “Yes, I believe I can work that out. I will meet you there.”

“Good,” Browning said with an uneasy smile. “I’m looking forward to it.”

“Me too!” Leonardo grinned as Browning walked out of his office. He then went back to his terminal and set to work. His goal was in reach. It was now time to set things into motion.



Janice Browning was wiping off one of the tables in her restaurant that day, during the lunch rush, when Bradley Dillon and his entourage of security officers strolled in.

“Mister President!” Browning exclaimed. “Have a seat. I just cleaned up a table for you.”

Bradley looked around the crowded restaurant, as his Special Secret Section agents infiltrated the dining room and took secure positions at all the exits and key vantage points. “Um, Janice…that table is in the middle of the restaurant.”

“Is that a problem?”

“Tactically, it presents an assassin with an easy target.”

Browning almost made a crack about the President’s weight, but decided against it. Besides, he wasn’t really fat. Just husky. She kind of liked that shape on a guy. She shook those thoughts from her head as she quickly shepherded Bradley to a corner booth, where Lieutenant Sefelt had just gotten up from his bowl of farina (one of the few foods that didn’t scare him) so he could go on duty on the bridge.

“Here we go!” Browning said, as Bradley sat down. “What can I get you?”

“The special will do nicely,” Bradley said with a confident grin. “Whatever it is, I know you’ve prepared it well.”

Browning blushed. “Oh. Well now I guess I have to go back there and figure out what today’s special is.”

Bradley nodded to her as she went back to the kitchen.

As Browning scrambled with pots and pans to prepare a special Frenalian meatloaf for the President, she considered that she was a little bit attracted to Bradley Dillon. It would never go anywhere, probably. He was the President of the Federation. He had more important things to deal with than dating. Besides, she had a date with Doctor Leonardo, and she had to at least give that a chance to work out. Leonardo deserved that much. He seemed like a pretty good guy.



“There you are, you little scamp,” Dr. Leonardo hissed as he sat behind huge palm leaves in the Explorer’s arboretum. “Thought you could elude me didn’t you? Thought you could be slippery, living aboard a Federation starship that spends so much time in deep space. Well, despite all your best efforts, I’ve found you.’

Meanwhile, ten meters away, Counselor Kelly Peterman was taking her two pomeranians, Boomer and Starbuck, for their afternoon walk, while her cat Fritz loped behind, sniffing their rear ends and occasionally taking aim at them with his paws.

Peterman had a padd in her hand and was flipping through it, looking consternated. Apparently, she was trying to compose SOMETHING, but Leonardo had no idea what it could be. All he knew was that his long years of searching were finally over. He got on board the Explorer for one reason only. He’d found the target of his search, and all he had to do now was sit back, wait for the right moment, and reel it in.



“More casserole?” Dr. Browning asked merrily as she leaned over the steaming dish, spooning what must have been her third helping onto her plate.

Leonardo sipped delicately from his glass of wine, looking over the rim of the glass at Browning as she offered him the spoon. “No thanks. I’m quite full.”

“More for me then!” Browning said, sitting back in her chair and resuming her meal as gentle strains of harp music played in the background, filling the air in the dimly lit and vacant Space Tastes. “Isn’t it amazing how many things can be made into a casserole?”

“Yes it is. This music is lovely, by the way,” Leonardo said, looking around, as if to take in the ambience of the harp music. “The performer is quite adept. Is it T’sora? Or Salzedo?”

“Madera.”

“Oh. I’m not familiar with that musician.”

“She’s our helmsman.”

“Oh. Is this a song of her own composing?”

Browning giggled. “Oh no. This is a compilation of popular Earth songs she did for the captain. This particular one, I believe, is called the ‘Seinfeld Theme Song.’”

“This ‘Seinfeld’ must have been a particularly influential person in Earth history, though I’ve never heard of him.”

“I think he was a general in World War Three,” Browning said as she continued to eat. “Now remember to save room for dessert, Doug. I’ve got an excellent pumpkin cheesecake in the back, just for such an occasion such as this.”

Leonardo nodded, tipping the wine bottle beside him gently toward Browning’s glass and filling it. “Oh. And what occasion is this?”

Browning smiled as she put her fork down and took the filled glass, sipping. “A first date.”

“Yes,” Leonardo said. “A splendid occasion indeed.”

Browning giggled as she put her glass down, a little wine trailing down her chin. “You talk kind of funny.”

“Oh, I do? My, I haven’t noticed,” Leonardo said, leaning over and wiping Browning’s chin with his napkin. She looked into his eyes. “I just try to speak in measured, dulcet tones. I’ve found it calms others. And that helps in my line of work.”

“Which…is…” Browning said as Leonardo leaned closer.

“Oh, I have many trades,” Leonardo said softly as he kissed her.

“Okeydoke…” Browning sighed in between kisses.



Browning whistled merrily as she worked, her hands moving delicately left to right, zig-zagging, up and down, as she tapped her foot to the tune in her head. Another of Madera’s “old standards.” This time, it was her rendition of “Ain’t Talkin ’Bout Love.” An ancient lovesong, apparently.

“Doctor,” Nurse Christina Chadway said in her polite-as-usual British accent. “I know you are happy about something, but you just dissected Ensign Reader’s colon.”

Browning looked down at the open field she was working in and turned off her scalpelaser. “Oh. Whoops! Better stitch that thing back together, huh!”

“Perhaps you should take a holiday?”

“Is today Federation Day?” Browning scratched her head, which itched, due to the red surgical cap. “I thought that was last month.”

“No, I mean a day off.”

“Oh,” Browning said, looking down into Ensign Reader’s chest. “I don’t think so. I’m just a little…zoned today. That’s all.”

“But when doctor’s get ‘zoned,’ they risk killing patients.”

“Well, I’ve never killed a patient yet,” Browning said defensively, then went back to work putting Reader’s colon back together. “On purpose,” she added under her breath.

“Tidal volume is dropping. There’s too much blood in the field.”

“Metric suction,” Browning ordered, then smiled up at Chadway as she worked. “I had the most wonderful time last night with Doctor Doug!”

“The pet therapist?” Chadway looked at a monitor. “Heart rhythms are a little erratic.”

“Clean up the field with the protoplaser,” Browning said, changing instruments. “Yes. He has his own show on the AWN. Did you know that?”

“I’ve seen one or two episodes. He delves into pets’ past lives?”

“No, that’s Doctor Tom!”

“Oh. He psychoanalyzes pets, then?”

“Yes. That’s what pet therapists do!”

“I’m sorry, Doctor. All I know about is nursing. And kickboxing.”

“Really? You’ll have to teach me sometime. Anyway, he was the perfect gentleman. All we did was kiss. But we did that a lot…and then he left in quite a rush. I think I embarrassed him!”

“Doctor, he’s gone flatline!”

Browning looked down at her patient, then up at the readouts. “Damn! Aortic charges at point five millijules!”

“Set!”

“Clear!” And Browning shocked Reader’s heart.

“Sinus rhythm. Good job, Doctor!”

“So anyway, I really like the guy. It’s way too early to be talking about love at this point, but let’s face it, I may well be falling for him. It’s been so long, it’s hard to tell…”

“Doctor, didn’t this fellow originally come in with tendonitis in his elbow?”

Browning looked down at Reader. “You know, I can’t remember now.”

Chadway sighed and looked up at the ceiling. “My friends told me not to take this assignment. But no, I just HAD to go to the ship that had the mall. The Enterprise doesn’t have a mall, I told them. I’d rather have a mall on my ship, I told them. Now look at what I have to deal with. Crikey!”

“There, all done. He’s all closed up and his tendonitis seems to have gone away by itself.” Browning looked up at Chadway. “Were you saying something?”

“Um. No.”

“Okeydoke. Mind cleaning up?”

Chadway sighed. “By all means.”

“Goodie! I’ve got to plan tonight’s date. Let me know if anybody dies!” And Browning strolled out of Sickbay, still whistling a tune.



“Prefect, I assure you, I didn’t do anything to provoke that swarm of ships into firing at me. I keep trying to tell people. We come in peace!” Captain Baxter pleaded his case to the Head of Secruity for the Fenomulan Delegacy, Prefect Grelvor, who sat angrily, arms folded, on the viewscreen.

“So why did you call the captain of the lead ship ‘snarky’?”

“It was meant as a riff…you know, a friendly jab among captains!” Baxter insisted.

“Then your tactical officer blew up the engineering section of one of our ships…”

“They were firing on US first. It was self defense.”

“I see,” the prefect, a rather bloated-looking brownish fellow with compound eyes and a long, rolled-up tongue that would flip out at times, said, looking at his screens. “Well, according to our customs, you must be tried on our planet and put to death. Please beam over within twenty minutes or we’ll open fire on your ship.”

Baxter looked over at Vansen, who just shrugged.

“Oh well, Captain. You win some, you lose some. Nice knowing you!”

Baxter looked back at Grelvor. “Surely we can work out some kind of…”

Suddenly Grelvor burst out laughing. “Just kidding! We just wanted to see you squirm. You know, a friendly jab. Riffing!”

“Riffing,” Baxter said dully. “Of course. Well done, Prefect. Can we go now?”

“Certainly. And good journeys to you. I hope you find these ‘Bast’ you speak of.”

“And you’re sure you’ve never heard of them?” Vansen inquired.

“Only children’s stories of a race of nomads without a planet who roam the galaxy pillaging worlds. But nothing specific. My apologies!” And with that, Grelvor disappeared from the screen.

“He didn’t seem too excited about talking about the Bast,” Baxter said to himself, then turned to Vansen. “Did he?”

“Don’t look at me. I’m not the Betazoid.”

Baxter looked at Tilleran. “Well?”

“It’s hard to say, Captain,” Tilleran said, narrowing her eyes as she concentrated. “He was definitely nervous about something. What, I can’t tell.”

“Aren’t you supposed to, you know, be able to tell those things?” Baxter asked.

“Not always, and not with all races.” Tilleran rubbed her temples. “Being Betazoid isn’t an exact science, you know!”

“Right,” Baxter said. “Well, I guess we’ve done all we can do here. Ensign Hildebrand, take us out of here.”

Suddenly Doctor Browning emerged from the forward turbolift, and ran toward Baxter. “Andy! I’ve got a super big favor to ask of you.”

“Name it,” Baxter said, standing. “You actually missed the shipwide emergency this time.”

“Great,” Browning said. “Could you and Kelly double date with me and Doctor Leonardo tonight?”

Baxter blinked at Browning. “You’re kidding.”

“No, I’m not,” Browning said. “A double-date is the perfect follow up to a perfect date, which is what I had last night.”

“Really?” Baxter asked, scratching his head. “You had a good time?”

“Oh, Andy, I had better than a good time,” Browning said, grabbing Baxter’s arm and leading him up to his readyroom. “Wait till I tell you everything!”

“Captain, one of the Prefect’s ships just broke formation and is coming toward us on a suicide run!” J’hana said from tactical as Baxter walked by.

“Vansen, you can handle it,” Baxter said distantly, ducking with Browning into the readyroom.

As the ship shook violently, Baxter walked over to his desk and sat on it as Browning flopped onto his couch.

“So. Your date went well, huh?”

“Oh, Andy, it was the best. Doctor Doug knew all the right things to say.”

“Doctor Doug,” Baxter muttered to himself. “Who calls themselves that? I don’t go around calling myself Captain Andy.”

Browning folded her arms. “You make Kelly call you that in bed and you know it.”

Baxter gulped. “She told you that?” Browning nodded.

“Anyway, Doctor Doug is just…fun,” Browning said. “He makes me laugh. It’s hard to pinpoint, but he just has this probing…squirrely way about himself I just can’t get enough of. It’s…addictive.”

“Like food?”

“Almost!”

Baxter leaned back against his desk. “Whoa. I didn’t realize you were serious here.”

“Well, it’s a little early to say that. But, you could say this is the closest thing I have right now to introducing a guy to my parents.”

Baxter sighed. “Great. Now Kelly and I have become like your parents.”

“No!” Browning said, leaning up. “That’s not what I meant at all. It’s just…I really care about what you two think. And this is your chance to really get to know him. Who knows, at the end of things, maybe Kelly will get to like Doctor Doug. They do both share an interest in psychology and pets!”

“You’ve got a point,” Baxter said thoughtfully. “Yeah, it’s worth a shot.”

“So you’ll do it?”

“Sure. Captain’s Mess?”

“That would be perfect, Andy. Thanks for supporting me in this!”

“What else would I do?” Baxter asked as Browning walked out the door.

“Hey,” Browning said, stopping in the doorway and turning to face Baxter. “Why haven’t I seen Christopher on the bridge today?”

“He took today and tomorrow off.”

“Any idea what for?”

Baxter sat on his hands. “Not a one!”

“Hmm. Weird,” Browning said, and ducked out of the readyroom.



“So. Doctor Doug,” Captain Baxter said, peering over his steepled fingers as a crewman sat a steaming bowl of jambalaya down in front of him.

“Captain Baxter,” Leonardo returned from the opposite end of the table as Browning sat beside him. “Where is your lovely wife?”

“She said to start without us,” Baxter said, pulling a napkin into his lap. “She’s finishing up some work.”

“I thought she was on leave,” Leonardo said, studying Baxter carefully as he swirled his spoon in his bowl.

“This is more recreational-type work, actually,” Baxter said. “She can tell you all about it when she gets here.” His eyes shifted from Leonardo to Browning. “But let’s talk about you some more. What brings you to the Explorer?”

“Beside my trans-galactic fame?”

“Trans-galactic?” Baxter said between spoonfuls of jambalaya.

“Well, I don’t mean to brag, but they are beaming transmissions of my pet therapy show into the Andromeda galaxy and all indications are that intelligent life is watching.”

Browning leaned forward, resting her chin on her hands. “What sort of indications?”

“Well, we haven’t received any hate mail from Andromeda so there must be beings there who can enjoy a solid holovision program revolving around emotionally troubled pets.”

“Or else nobody’s watching,” Baxter said under his breath as the door slid open and Counselor Peterman strolled in, carrying her cat, Fritz.

“Conjugating verbs…ick! Who needs it?” Peterman said easily as she sat Fritz down on a beanbag cushion next to the viewport. She then walked over and sat down beside Baxter as a crewman put a bowl of jambalaya in front of her. “Everyone having a good time?”

Baxter nodded. “All sorts of fun. Right, doc?”

Browning and Leonardo looked at each other.

“Docs,” Baxter corrected.

“Doctor Doug was just telling us all about his show,” Browning said, touching Leonardo’s arm. “It’s quite good. Have you ever seen it, Kelly?”

“I really only have time to catch Days of Honor,” Peterman said absently as she dipped her spoon into her bowl.

“Please tell me you don’t actually watch that drivel!” Leonardo fairly shouted, his spoon clanging into his bowl.

“On the contrary, Doctor, I find I quite enjoy drivel,” Peterman said, affecting a snooty tone of voice. “Don’t you, darling?” she asked, looking at Baxter.

“Yes,” Baxter said. “Um…drivel is good.”

“Well,” Browning said diplomatically. “As the old saying goes: different strokes for different folks! Ooh…that reminds me, I need to go check on a patient.” Browning got up and kissed Leonardo on the cheek, then dashed out of the room.

The room was quiet for several minutes, except for the sound of Baxter smacking his lips as he ate his soup.

“Isn’t this nice,” Peterman said.

“You still didn’t tell us why you came to the Explorer,” Baxter said, his mouth half-full. “I mean, if you’re so famous, why live aboard a starship? Especially one going into deep space?”

“Because, dear captain, I have a higher calling than fame,” Leonardo said, standing, gracefully. “I am a man on a quest.”

“We’ve been getting a lot of that lately,” Peterman muttered.

“What are you looking for?” Baxter asked.

Leonardo gracefully stood, strolled toward the other end of the room and knelt by the beanbag where Fritz was laying. He reached out and tickled the kitten under the chin. Fritz then reared back and chomped down on Leonardo’s hand. The doctor emotionlessly pulled his hand free of Fritz’s mouth and stood up, heading for the door. “It’s been a lovely meal,” Leonardo said. “I’m sure I’ll see you all again soon.”

“Don’t mention it,” Baxter called out as the doctor slipped out of the Captain’s Mess. He stared down into his bowl as Peterman leaned down and pulled Fritz into her lap. “Did that guy strike you as a bit odd, honey?”

Peterman gently patted Fritz’s fur, idly wondering why the cat seemed so worked up. Usually Fritz enjoyed attacking people, but this time his hackles were up and his ears perked, and he was breathing rather heavily. “He’s trouble. That’s what I was trying to tell you. Only you didn’t believe me. You wanted me to try and be friends with him.”

“Well, we do owe Janice at least that much, if she plans on being in a relationship with Leonardo.”

“We won’t have to worry about that much longer,” Peterman said. “I’m going to go have a talk with her.” And she stood up and headed for the door.

“Honey, do you think that’s a good–” Baxter began, but Peterman was already gone. The captain shrugged and returned to his soup. No reason to let a perfectly good meal go to waste.



After dinner, Baxter returned to his quarters, where he found Peterman sitting on the couch, staring out the window as the stars streaked by.

“Did you have your talk with Janice?” he asked, sitting down by Peterman.

“Yes, if you could call it that,” Peterman said, rubbing her eyes and leaning her head back. “She kicked me out of Sickbay. Said I was overreacting, and jealous of Doctor Doug’s success, and that I should mind my own business. Can you believe that? She psychoanalyzed ME! Of all people!”

“Oh,” Baxter said. His husband senses told him to lie fragrantly in this instance. “Well that’s absurd. I don’t see how she’d come to that conclusion.”

“He’s controlling her mind somehow,” Peterman said. “I’m going to have Tilleran shadow him tomorrow and see if she can’t pick up on anything.”

“Honey, don’t you think you’ve done enough skulking around the ship, carrying out covert operations against seemingly innocent people?”

“Seems to me my last covert operation was dead on target. Or need I remind you that the last ‘seemingly innocent’ guy kidnapped you and stole the Escort?”

“No, you’ve already reminded me enough,” Baxter sighed. “Just promise me this time that you’ll be careful not to do anything that might land you in any more legal trouble.”

“Of course,” Peterman said, resting one of her hands on Baxter’s. “I’ll cover my tracks better this time.”



The next morning Captain Baxter arrived at Janice Browning’s cabin promptly at 0800, the normal time she left to go jogging. He pressed the door chime. It was time to head this thing off at the pass before somebody did something that really damaged the friendship they all shared. He’d make Kelly’s apologies, and try to explain to Browning that the two of them were just concerned about her. That would make things right.

“Janice,” Baxter said, as the door slid open. “I just want you to know…that you’re…Doctor Doug?”

Leonardo gave a small grin as he edged past Baxter, zipping up his plaid oxford sweater vest and stepping out into the corridor. “Good morning, Captain. You slept well, I trust?”

“Uh, yeah.”

“Very good,” he grinned. “So did I.”

“Um…” Baxter said, holding a finger up as Leonardo walked off. “Hold on one…”

But he was already gone around the corner.

“Morning, Andy,” Browning said, wrapped up in a housecoat, gesturing Baxter into her cabin.

“Janice, it’s none of my business, but…”

“But you’ll ask anyway,” Browning said with a small giggle as Baxter walked in. “No, we didn’t sleep together. Well. Yes, we slept together. But no, we didn’t sleep together together. Know what I mean?”

Baxter shook his head. “Honestly, no.”

“We didn’t have sex,” she said flatly, and then headed to the replicator. “Breakfast?”

“Um….sure. I’ll have a bagel.”

“Good idea,” Browning said, punching a control. “Computer, four whole wheat bagels please.” She looked back at Baxter. “Hummus, salmon spread…?”

“Cream cheese.”

“With cream cheese,” she said.

“Four?”

“In case we decide after the first bagels that we want…more bagels,” Browning said, then brought the tray of bagels over to her kitchen table, where Baxter sat opposite her. “Well. Let me have it.”

“Have what?” Baxter asked as he munched.

“Tell me how bad this relationship is for me.”

“I wasn’t going to say any such thing.”

“You were too,” Browning said. “You just don’t have the guts to do it.” She sighed. “You heard how I reacted to Kelly last night and you don’t want to be the next to be yelled at.”

“I don’t think you’ve ever yelled at me,” Baxter said, staring down at his bagel.

“There’s a first time for everything,” Browning said softly, then grinned. “But I’m too happy to yell. Andy…you’ve got to understand, I haven’t felt like this around a guy for a long time. Not even the second time around with Christopher. I feel…giddy.”

“Oh so giddy?”

“Yes. I feel absolutely…I don’t know. I can’t explain it. There’s just something…”

“Mind control?” Baxter blurted.

“It’s not mind control!” Browning snapped. “It’s the very early stages of a….”

“Fling?”

“No.”

“Crush?

“Relationship.”

Baxter looked down again. “Oh. I see.”

“And I want to see where it leads.”

Baxter nodded. “And…where do you think it will lead?”

“I don’t need to think about that right now. And neither do you. And neither does Kelly. Look, I appreciate that you guys are concerned for me, but you have to realize that after all the time I’ve spent alone, I need this.”

“I guess it’s only now dawning on me that you’ve been lonely lately.”

“That’s okay,” Browning said. “It just dawned on me too.”

“So what now?” Baxter asked.

Browning smiled. “What now is we eat our bagels.”



“Counselor, I’m flattered, but you realize I’m not your own personal divining rod,” Tilleran said, as she and Peterman walked down a corridor on one of the residence decks.

“Of course you’re not,” Peterman said, waving her hand dismissively. “But you are the Chief Science Officer. And if someone on the ship is crazy, or just plain evil, you should know about it…you know, for scientific reasons.”

“If this is an investigation, shouldn’t J’hana be handling it?”

“It’s not an investigation until we find something, and that’s what I need you for. We’ll bring J’hana in on this when the time is right. We don’t want her hauling off and killing the guy. You know how she’s prone to do that.”

“Yeah,” Tilleran said wistfully.

“So. Any readings yet?”

The Betazoid shook her head. “No. It’s a little cloudy.”

“Ah, I’m sure it’s just stress,” Peterman said, slapping Tilleran on the back. “Now find me that psychotic pet therapist! Prove to me he’s using mind control!”

“I don’t know how I’m going to make my log entry today,” Tilleran sighed, and concentrated. “He’s in this section,” she said suddenly, then looked at the floor. “But one deck down.”

“One deck down?” Peterman said. “But that’s near…”

“J’hana to Peterman. I’ve just recorded an unauthorized entry in your office. Shall I flood the compartment with deadly nerve gas?”

“No, no!” Peterman said. “Just meet me down there. ASAP!”

“Very well. I will bring weapons.”

“Good idea!” Peterman said, as she and Tilleran raced for the nearest turbolift.



“Maybe we should wait for J’hana,” Tilleran suggested as she and Peterman skidded to a halt in front of Peterman’s office.

“Are you kidding?” Peterman said. “My cat’s in there.”

“You think he’s after your CAT?”

“I wouldn’t be surprised. The guy could be capable of anything. I saw the evil in his eyes. When are people on this ship going to realize that when I say someone’s a sociopath, I’m usually right. It’s my job!”

“Hey, you’ve made a believer out of me,” Tilleran said as Peterman keyed open the door to her office.

Peterman and Tilleran both watched, mouths gaping, as the door open and a most peculiar scene unfolded in front of them.

Doctor Doug was on his knees, on the floor, lifting Fritz the cat up off the ground, hands around the orange striped feline’s neck, shaking it violently.

“Tell me everything you know, you vicious little animal! Where is he? Where is George Saint Fluffsnuggles? Talk to me!”

“Let go of him!” Counselor Peterman shrieked, diving at Leonardo and knocking him down, sending Fritz tumbling backwards to the deck.

“Fluffersnuggles?” Tilleran asked absently as the two therapists rolled around on the deck.

J’hana arrived seconds later, breathless, phaser drawn, looking over Tilleran’s shoulder. “What is happening here?”

“Cat fight,” Tilleran said simply.



“What do you mean you shot BOTH of them?” Captain Baxter railed as he and Browning marched down the corridor toward the brig.

J’hana walked beside Baxter, an unusual spring in her step. She always enjoyed phaser fire before lunch. “It seemed the prudent thing to do.”

“Well, the next time you get the ‘prudent’ urge to shoot my wife with a phaser, how about you shoot yourself instead?”

“Oh, how many times I’ve tried,” J’hana sighed.

“I can’t believe you shot her!”

“In my defense, sir, she does have a history of violent, anti-social behavior.”

“She kidnapped two poodles!”

“She also shot me. Now we’re even.”

“Oh, well now it comes out!” Baxter said, throwing his hands up. “This was all about getting your revenge.”

“Actually, according to Andorian custom, I should have shot you, her husband, as well.”

“Oh, well thank goodness you ignored THAT little tradition,” Baxter snapped.

“The day is young, Captain.”

Baxter waved a warning finger at J’hana. “Now, you listen here, Lieutenant…”

“Andy,” Browning said. “Shut up.”

Baxter’s shoulders fell a little bit. “Right.”

“I like this Leonardo fellow, Doctor Browning. He’s quite insane,” J’hana said. “May I say, I think he’s a better fit for you than Commander Richards.”

“You shut up too.”

“Of course,” J’hana said, as the group came to the doors to the brig.

“I can’t wait to gloat at this guy,” Baxter said with a giddy giggle.

“Go to the bridge,” Browning tossed over her shoulder as she walked in.

“Huh?”

“I’m handling this,” she said.

“You heard the lady,” J’hana said, following Browning in.

“You too!” Browning said, and J’hana obediently backed toward Baxter, allowing the doors to the brig to swing shut again, leaving the captain and tactical officer alone in the corridor.

“She’s being a little touchy, don’t you think, sir?”

“She’s just heartbroken, J’hana,” Baxter said with a sigh. “It isn’t every day you meet someone you really feel like you can stand.”

J’hana nodded. “On this ship, it’s a near impossibility.”



“Doctor! So glad to see you!” Doctor Jarvay Ranowat said from his brig cell, smiling broadly as Browning walked into the brig. “Are you here to ask me to come join your staff?”

“No,” Browning said, not really looking at Ranowat. “I’m here to see someone else.”

“I miss you, Doctor,” Ranowat said, stepping close to the forcefield of his cell. “It’s so lonely in here. The only one who comes to see me is Counselor Peterman. And sometimes the guards talk to me. Gosh, I’m lonely. Don’t you see, I just need someone who loves me? Then I’ll be all better!”

“That and about forty-four ccs of stabilizine,” Browning muttered.

“Eat me and die screaming you fetid bitch!” Ranowat suddenly shouted, throwing himself at the forcefield. Browning just shrugged and proceeded to the next cell.

Ensign Adam Keefler looked up from a padd he was reading at a desk in the back of the brig. “Ranowat! Calm down or you won’t get din- dins!”

“I don’t care about din-dins! I just want out, so I can bash Browning’s head in! I mean… kiss her passionately!”

“Doctor Browning, you may want to keep your visit brief,” Keefler said as Browning walked up to Dr. Doug’s cell.

“It will be, Ensign,” Browning said, then looked over her shoulder at Keefler. “Could you give us a few minutes.”

Keefler looked from one cell to the other. “Um…just a few minutes. I’ll be right outside if you need me.”

“She’ll let out a blood curtling scream if she needs anything,” Ranowat said as Keefler walked out of the brig. Then the doctor collapsed into a fetal ball and wept openly.

Browning stared across the crackling energy field at Doug Leonardo, who laid down on the bunk in his cell, staring up at the ceiling.

“My God, will that man ever stop ranting?” Leonardo muttered. “He seems to only shut up when he cries.”

“At least he cries a lot,” Browning said helpfully.

“Indeed,” said Leonardo.

“Doug…why did you do that?”

The therapist leaned up on his elebows. “You mean use your toothbrush this morning? You said it would be okay…”

“No. I mean why did you break into Kelly’s office and try to kill her cat?”

“It’s…complicated.”

“You might want to start working on some reasons,” Browning said. “When we get back to Federation space, you’re going to have to see a therapist.”

“Counselor Peterman refuses to speak to me, then?” Leonardo said.

“For obvious reasons. I mean, she’s already lost one pet this year…”

“I wasn’t trying to kill Fritz, Janice. I was trying to get information out of him.”

Browning scratched her head. “Information? He’s a cat!”

“That’s what he’d have you believe.” Leonardo smiled wryly. “No, no. Suffice it to say, Fritz is far more than he lets on.”

“And how do you know?” Browning demanded.

“Because the genetic test is confirmed, dear Doctor Browning. Fritz is a direct descendant of George Saint Fluffersnuggles. My ex-wife’s cat.”

“Well, then,” Browning muttered. “That just explains everything now, doesn’t it?”

Leonardo let out a low moan and turned to face the brig wall. “Why am I even bothering to try to explain this to you? You won’t understand. None of you fools on this ship will. You’re all doomed and you don’t even know it.”

“Because of some information Kelly’s cat holds?”

Leonardo turned on his side and stared at Browning. “My dear, that cat is just the beginning of your troubles.”

“You know, I was trying to give you the benefit of the doubt, Doug, but everyone else is right. You’re nuts,” Browning snapped, then turned around and headed for the brig door.

“We’ll see, won’t we?” Leonardo called after her. “You’ll all see!”



Janice Browning sat in a chair on the patio in front of Space Tastes, twirling a toothpick in her mouth, feet propped on a table, staring out at the other shops and the few evening shoppers that made their way up and down the corridors of Ship’s Shoppes.

She’d just polished off an entire pizza, and was slowly working her way through a pitcher of birch beer. She wasn’t sure if it was one of the more intoxicating varieties of beer, but it sure did taste good.

“Doctor Browning, good evening,” Federation President Bradley Dillon said, approaching the patio, his security officers surrounding him. “May I ask what your special is tonight?”

“You obviously didn’t get the message on the shipwide information net,” Browning said. “We closed early tonight.”

“Oh,” Bradley said. “No, I wasn’t aware of that.” He glanced at one of his guards, who shrank back a little bit. “I will have to improve my communications system.”

“Good luck with that,” Browning said distantly.

“I do have a dilemma now,” Bradley said. “I have nowhere to have dinner.”

“The Gilded Tribble is down on the lower level. The special is flaming duck.”

“Hmm,” Bradley said. “I generally prefer my meals not flaming. I suppose I’ll adjourn to the Executive Dining Room.”

“Enjoy.”

Bradley nodded. “I will. Good evening, Doctor.” And the President turned around to head out of Ship’s Shoppes. He got three steps away when he turned on a heel and faced Browning again. “Doctor…would you care to join me for dinner?”

Browning looked at him. “I wouldn’t be very good company tonight.”

“That doesn’t matter. As I recall, I owe you a meal, and tonight my social calendar happens to be clear.”

“I’m sure that’s a rarity,” Browning sighed.

“That is an understatement,” Bradley said, walking up to Browning and extending an arm. “Shall we?”

Browning looked at Bradley a moment, then shrugged. “Why not?”

“Perhaps on our way up to the dining room, you can explain to me exactly why you’re in such poor spirits this evening.”

“It might take a while.

“I have a while.”



They’d barely reached the turbolift, and already Bradley Dillon was appalled.

“Strangled? That poor cat.” He thought about it a moment. “I happen to like that particular animal. It was…nice to me once. Is he okay? The cat, that is?”

“Yes, as a matter of fact,” Browning said, then studied Bradley thoughtfully. “You know what, Mister President? You have a good heart.”

“You’re entitled to your opinion, Doctor, but I wouldn’t spread that rumor around if I were you. Business reasons, of course.” Bradley rubbed his chin as one of his attendants reached out and touched the control to call the turbolift. “Now that you mention it, I do seem to recall that cat acting rather strangely.”

“Oh, don’t you start,” Browning mumbled.

“Just an observation,” Bradley said with a weak smile as the turbolift doors opened.

Commander Chris Richards stepped out, arm in arm with Lt. Susan Madera.

“Janice!” he exclaimed. “I’m so glad we ran into you. I wanted to tell you the news in person.”

“And what could that be,” Browning said dully. “That you two are getting married?” She let out a small chortle.

“Yeah!” Madera exclaimed, thrusting her hand in Browning’s face. “Look at the size of this ring!”

Bradley Dillon leaned forward and examined the ring. “Zincromium,” he said. “Yes, we sell this ring in my store. It’s quite popular with freighter captains and terraformers.”

“And it’s the nicest one you have!” Richards said, winking at Bradley. “Right, Mister President?”

“My stores sell only high-quality merchandise,” he said simply.

“Christopher, I…” Browning said, a little taken aback, and about sick of staring at Madera’s ring. She gently pushed Madera’s hand away and affected her best fake smile. “I’m very happy for you two.”

“We’ve been in the holodeck the last two days celebrating at a ski resort in the Alps,” Richards said, wrapping an arm around Madera’s waist. “I know it seems a little impulsive. It just seemed like the right thing to do. You know, after I saw Mirk do it, I thought to myself, why not?”

“Isn’t he romantic?” Madera swooned. “I just knew he’d come around eventually.”

“Yeah,” Browning said in a low voice. “He’s good at that.”

“So,” Richards said. “I heard you were seeing that therapist guy. How’d that work out?”

“Ask someone else,” Browning said, and stalked into the turbolift, grabbing Bradley by the hand and pulling him in with her.

“My entourage!” Bradley exclaimed, reaching out a hand for the four bulky men in black suits left behind in the corridor.

“You won’t be needing them,” Browning said, and grabbed Bradley’s cheeks, pulling him into a kiss as the doors closed.

Madera looked at Richards. “What’s gotten into her?”

Bradley’s guards looked at each other, exchanging confused glances.

“I don’t think she’s going to hurt him,” Richards said with an uneasy smile, his arm draped around Madera. “No, suffice it to say, I think Janice’s going to be just fi….”

The deck suddenly rattled as the turbolift doors blew open. A fireball shot up through the turbolift shaft, sending smoke and flames billowing out into the corridor, knocking everyone to the deck, as alarm klaxons rang out and the air became thick and black.

The all-call sounded with a “bleep,” as Captain Baxter’s voice came over the shipwide comm channel:

“All hands, this is your captain. We’ve had a little explosion down on Deck Twenty. Please remain clear of that area until the fires are put out and the damage control teams are fully dispatched. Any casualties should be reported to the bridge immediately, if there are any. That is all.”



TO BE CONTINUED. . .



NEXT:



It now seems obvious that someone’s out to kill President Bradley Dillon. Yes, of course you’ve heard that before, but this time, the whole Explorer may just be the target. Can J’hana figure out how to stop this insane person from carrying out his/her evil plan(s) before it’s too late, or is everyone basically screwed? And what the hell happened to that turbolift?




To Protect and Sever



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 56575.7. We’ve spent the last few months barreling through space, and have finally come close to a break in the Bast case. Thanks to a tip from a Frenalian “woman of the night” who prefers we don’t use her name for professional purposes, we’re currently on course for a planet in the Vespa system, where we’re told a stronghold of the Bast may be found. Whether we’ll ever find this mysterious race the President is hunting is questionable, and whether I’ll ever get full control of my ship back is also anyone’s guess. All in all, it’s safe to say that nothing else is happening on board the sh–

What the–? What do you mean a ‘little explosion’?



“Somebody tell me something!” Captain Baxter shouted as alarms rang at the tactical station.

Lt. Unlathi, the Velvattian security officer currently working at tactical, waved their tentacles madly as they attempted to assess the situation.

Lt. Commander Megan Hartley had been doing her evening diagnostic on the engineering bridge interface systems, and pulled up readouts on her console as the Velvattian grunted at its task.

“There was an antiproton-based explosion in a turbolift shaft, Captain,” she said, tapping controls. “That’s going to be a bitch to clean up!”

“Was there anyone in there?” Baxter asked.

“I can’t say. The explosion has fouled up all the sensors in the area.”

“Is there anything that DOESN’T foul up the sensors?” Baxter asked.

“Look, you want me to try to put out the fire, or you want me to chit-chat with you?”

“Put out the fire!”

“I’m going to have to go down there. The automatic fire suppression system isn’t responding. Must be on the fritz.”

“I’m going with you,” Baxter said, nodding at Lt. Howard Sefelt. “Lieutenant. You have the bridge.”

Sefelt turned in his chair at ops. “M-me?”

“Yeah. It’s nightwatch. You’re all we’ve got at the moment.”

“But–”

“No buts,” Baxter said, as Hartley moved to the center of the bridge and cranked open the hatch to the Jefferies’ tube.

“Wouldn’t the turbolift be faster?” Baxter asked.

“In a perfect world,” Hartley said, climbing into the hatch. “But there was just an explosion in a turbolift shaft. So the whole network’s gone offline.”

“Oh. Right. I knew that,” Baxter said, squirming down into the hatch, sucking in his gut so he could fit in. “Ya know what? I better inform the crew.”

“You think?”



“All hands, this is your captain. We’ve had a little explosion down on Deck Twenty. Please remain clear of that area until the fires are put out and the damage control teams are fully dispatched. Any casualties should be reported to the bridge immediately, if there are any. That is all.”

“Deck Twenty,” Counselor Peterman said, emerging from her office with Fritz the cat in hand, Tilleran following after. They’d met for coffee to discuss Doctor Leonardo’s condition and his possible motives for trying to kill Fritz, once Peterman had been treated for the phaser blast J’hana had hit her with during that incident. “That’s the Mall Level!”

“Not to mention the same level as several key science labs and stellar cartography, and the Childrens’ PlayZone,” Tilleran said. “But yes, the mall is there too. And all your precious stores may be destroyed.”

“I’m just trying to think of all those…innocent civilians.”

Tilleran nodded. “Uh-huh. Have you totally forgotten I can read minds?”

“Actually, I’ve been meaning to ask you about that…”

“I’m fine,” Tilleran snapped testily, then looked at Peterman a little oddly. “Counselor, have you changed your hair?”

Peterman ran a hand through her straight, long, dark hair. “No, not really. Why?”

“You just…seem a little different.”

“I wonder where J’hana is?” Peterman said quickly.



“Make way, children, make way!” Lt. J’hana bellowed, ducking out from under one of the many rungs of the jungle gym in the Childrens’ PlayZone, an astro-turfed arena on Deck 20 where many of the ship’s youngsters went for recess and after classes.

J’hana had been volunteering at the PlayZone as a way to blow of some steam. She still had some issues with the fact that Dwanok’s former mate killed him to get control of his land. And, even though she killed Kessica, she still felt some pent-up rage. She found when she went to play with the kids on the jungle gym, and push them on swings, and let them dangle from her muscular arms, that she felt a little bit better about things. Plus, they seemed to enjoy the fact that they could hit her as often as they wanted, as hard as they wanted, and she’d never complain.

One child, V’xxnvar of the Eightieth Hive, an eight-year-old Andorian hiveling who had come to see J’hana as a role model, clung to the tactical officer’s boot as she made her way toward the door to the Play Center.

“I can’t play right now, little V’xx. Something’s exploded and I must go find out what it is and deal with it!”

“But J’hana! I want to go with you!” V’xxnvar cried out. “You’re so much cooler than my daddy and his ex-hivemates!”

“Yes, but they have a nice hive in its own right,” J’hana commented, deciding not to delve further into the subject. She felt it none of her business to discuss the dishonor of S’veth being a single parent, having been rejected by his fellow hivemates years prior. Instead, J’hana simply said, “Go bully some of the other kids. I will be back later.”

“Okay, J’hana!” V’xxnvar said, then turned around and pounced on a nearby 8-year-old, growling and thrashing.

“That’s a girl,” J’hana said, wiping a blue tear from the corner of her eye as she bolted down the corridor to find out what had happened.



He was trying to find out what had happened. That’s all he wanted to do. To make sure she was safe. But he couldn’t see anything. He struggled through the smoke, coughing and pulling his turtleneck up over his mouth as he gripped the searing hot door frame at the turbolift shaft. “Janice….Janice! Are you down there?” Commander Chris Richards called down the shaft.

Suddenly, and quite surprisingly, all the fire was gone, and the smoke began to thin as the environmental fans began whirring all around Richards.

Moments later, a hatch in the ceiling opened up and Lt. Commander Hartley hopped down.

Captain Baxter followed, ungracefully tumbling to the ground with a flop.

“I fixed the fire suppression systems. The smoke will be gone in a sec,” Hartley said. She put a hand on Richards’s shoulder. “Are you okay, Chris?”

“She…she’s down there…” Richards coughed, staggering back to the doorway as Madera and Bradley Dillon’s four guards stirred from the deck.

“Who’s down there, Chris?” Baxter asked, joining Richards by the doorway to the shaft, looking down its dizzying length as the smoke cleared.

“Janice,” Richards said quietly.

Baxter slapped his combadge. “Bridge. This is Baxter. Have you been able to make out any sensor readings? Are there any life signs down there?”

“Uh, Captain,” Sefelt’s voice replied. “There are no life signs in that shaft.”

Baxter and Richards stared at one another as Hartley helped the others to their feet and Peterman and Tilleran raced up, followed by J’hana.

“Why is everyone looking so glum?” Peterman said. She watched Baxter’s face. “Andy? What’s happened?”

Baxter’s lip quivered. He braced his hand on Richards’s shoulder. “I….we’ve…um…. how can I say this?”

“Janice,” Richards choked out, then buried his head in Baxter’s shoulder, and the two stood there and cried.

“You two make me sick,” J’hana said, stepping in between Baxter and Richards. “Has anyone even tried to go down there and pull the carcass from the wreckage? Perhaps it can be resuscitated! Have you even thought of trying? Please! Death is such a morbid subject for you humans. I’ll never understand.”

“J’hana,” Baxter growled.

“Excuse me!” she said, and unceremoniously lept down the turbolift shaft.

“J’hana!” Tilleran cried out, running toward the doorway.

“Let her go,” Hartley said softly, touching Tilleran’s arm. “She knows what she’s doing.”

Peterman ran toward Baxter and hugged him. “Andy, there’s got to be some mistake. Some way she could have gotten out.”

“No, Kelly,” Baxter wept into Peterman’s hair. “There’s no way she could have gotten out of there. The thing exploded!”

“I refuse to believe that,” Peterman said, breaking into tears herself as she hugged Baxter.

“Oh,” Richards said in between sobs as he wrapped his arms around Baxter and Peterman. “I almost forgot. The President’s dead too.”

“Oh,” Baxter said as he started to hyperventilate. “<snarf!> That’s <snarf!> a <snarf!> shame!”

“Yeah,” Peterman said. “But what about Janice!”

“What about her?” a voice said from below, and everyone looked down to see Janice Browning climb out of the turbolift shaft, looking a little charred but none the worse for wear. Richards ecstatically helped her up as Bradley Dillon followed behind, hoisted by Baxter and Peterman.

Baxter’s face spread into a wide grin as he tackled Browning in a hug. Richards and Peterman slammed into her as well, causing her to emit a surprised squeak.

“How?” Tilleran asked, watching the scene with furrowed brow.

Bradley reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out a small, oblong, sheening silver device. “Portable subspace pocket. I’ve found it helps to keep one of these around at all times.”

“Subspace pocket, of course,” Tilleran said, smacking herself in the head. “I should have known. That explains why you two didn’t give off lifesigns.”

“We heard the explosion from below, and in a split second I activated the field. If my reflexes had been off by even a fraction of a second, we’d surely have died.”

“Good thing you’re so paranoid, then,” Tilleran said.

“Yes!” Baxter wailed, tears of joy now pouring down his cheeks as he and the others smothered Browning. “Thank you for being so paranoid, Mister President!”

Lt. Susan Madera, meanwhile, stood just to the side, looking on. “Hey…I know this is a bad time…but has everyone seen my engagement ring?”



“So what do we know?” Captain Baxter asked, leaning against his chair in the conference room as the Explorer streaked through space, still on course for the Vespa system.

“We must be on to the Bast,” Richards said from next to Baxter. “They must be desperate to avoid detection if they are trying to step up their assassination attempts on the President.”

“Say you’re right,” Baxter said. “Why would they want to kill him, if he’s only trying to repay a debt?”

“Obviously, they do not want to be found,” J’hana said, her uniform a little singed still from where she jumped down the flaming turbolift shaft.

“Then maybe we shouldn’t be looking for them,” Peterman said. “Maybe we should turn around and head back to the Federation before someone really does get killed.”

“I’m okay,” Janice Browning said, looking around at everyone at the table. “Really, I am.”

“That’s nice,” Baxter said with a small smile. “But the fact remains we have a killer aboard this ship. Someone with explosives training and access to our subsystems.” He looked at Hartley. “You say the fire suppression protocols were taken offline. Any way you can trace how that was done?”

“There were no tracks left, if that’s what you’re asking,” Hartley said. “But yeah, there are ways to track alterations to my systems, even if someone did do a good job covering up their work.”

“Get on that. Enlist whatever help you need from whatever department. We need to find this guy…or girl…before he/she strikes again.” Baxter looked to President Dillon, who sat, silent, at the other end of the table, arms folded, staring at the table’s glossy surface. “Mister President. Obviously, anything you know in this regard would help us tremendously.”

“I…don’t think it’s the Bast,” Bradley said slowly.

“You have more than one group of people trying to kill you?” Vansen said, turning in her chair toward Bradley.

“I am the leader of the free quadrant,” Bradley said. “I make a tempting target. It’s too early to say this is the Bast.”

“But they are the most likely suspect,” J’hana said pointedly.

“I just have a feeling it isn’t them,” Bradley said. “And you can forget about turning around and heading back to Federation space, Counselor. I intend to finish this mission.”

“Even if it ends with us being a burning hunk of duranium?” Hartley demanded.

“Acceptable risk,” Bradley said simply, then stood, and left the room.

“I’ll go check on him,” Browning said, and got up and walked toward the door.

Richards stood. “Janice…”

“Christopher, I think I have a rapport with the man. We need his help if we’re to figure this thing out. Let me talk to him.”

“Fine,” Richards said, holding his hands up. “Maybe you two can get a coffee while you’re at it.” He was obviously still annoyed about the stunt she pulled when she kissed Bradley in the turbolift…just before it blew up.

“Or maybe we’ll get engaged,” Browning fired back, and left the room.

The conference lounge was silent a moment.

“She’s got you there, Chris,” Baxter said with a grin. “Oh well. You all know your jobs. Meeting adjourned!”



“Bradley, wait up!” Browning said as Bradley stepped into the bridge turbolift up on the quarterdeck. Hartley had just gotten the turbolifts back up and running again. Bradley’s entourage was waiting there for him, glowering, allowing him in the lift as they stared around the bridge, as if one of the crew would hop up and take a shot at him.

“Are you sure you’d like to step into another turbolift with me, Doctor?” Bradley asked with a little grin.

Browning hooked her arm in Bradley’s elbow and nodded. “I feel a lot safer with the entourage around.”

“You and I both,” Bradley said quietly, as the doors closed. “Deck Fourteen,” he ordered.

“What are you going to do now?” Browning asked.

“If your goal is to interrogate me, you might as well quit now,” Bradley said stiffly, and pulled his arm free from Browning’s.

Browning blinked. “Mister President…Bradley…that’s not my plan at all.”

“You’re trying to find out if I know something that will help Captain Baxter and his people solve this mystery, am I right?”

Browning shrugged. “You could put it that way. But isn’t it in your best interests to help us catch whoever’s doing this?”

“I trust Lieutent J’hana. Your science and engineering officers also seem adept enough to manage the task at hand. I really doubt I have anything meaningful to offer on the matter.”

“You’re the one being targeted!”

“That’s not really relevant, Doctor.”

“It’s not??”

Bradley shook his head. “This is not Bast-related. This is a simple assassination attempt by some Federation malcontent.”

Browning narrowed her eyes at Bradley. “How can you be so sure about that?”

“Because this is not the Bast’s modus operandi.”

“Of…course it’s not,” Browning said blankly.

“That is to say, this isn’t the way they usually operate.”

Browning thought about that as the lift doors opened and Bradley walked out into the corridor, followed by her and the entourage of four guards. “But didn’t you say they always send a different assassin? Maybe this is the way this particular assassin operates.”

Bradley spun on Browning so fast she almost crashed into him. “Doctor Browning, I appreciate your concern. I don’t, however, appreciate this attempt at grilling me for information, or your attempts to use me to make your ex-boyfriend jealous. There are far bigger things at stake here than your ship or your love life. I suggest you stop worrying about these trifling concerns and concentrate on just one thing: Staying alive.”

“But…”

“I have a lot of work to do,” Bradley said, and headed into an opening pair of double doors, a side entrance to his offices that keyed to only his physiological impulses. The guards took up position outside the door, and glowered at Browning.

“Well….damn,” Browning said, and headed off in the opposite direction.



“Antiproton accelerator,” J’hana said, tossing a twisted hunk of metal onto the flat surface of the master systems display down in engineering. “Attached to the turbolift shaft and triggered to explode when the turbolift reached a certain proximity.”

“Any idea who makes these things?” Richards asked, as he, Baxter, Tilleran, and Hartley huddled around the master display.

“Yes,” J’hana said. “It’s Klingon.”

“The Klingons,” Baxter said, staring at the ceiling. “Oye.’

“But the power signature is Gorn.”

“The Gorn!” Richards said. “I knew it!”

“And the triggering device is Yridian.”

Hartley sighed. “So in other words, J’hana, you have no clue what race is responsible for this.”

“That is correct. This device very well could have been sold to a fourth party. There’s no way of knowing.”

“So we can’t even narrow down the race of the assassin,” Baxter said. “Any traces of their whereabouts left in the turbolift shaft?”

J’hana glared at Baxter. “There aren’t traces of anything left in the turbolift shaft. It exploded, remember?”

“Yes, I remember,” Baxter snapped. “I was just hoping this assassin left some kind of cool calling card, that’s all.”

“The calling card was supposed to be President Dillon’s dead body,” Tilleran said. “It was just a near miss.”

“Any clue on the alterations made to the fire suppression system?” Baxter asked Hartley.

Hartley nodded. She brought up a schematic on the flat panel display. “There were about forty redundant protocols embedded in the command sequencers that made the alteration, but I traced the original command down to a cargo bay on deck twenty-nine.”

“That area is off-limits to the civilian population,” Richards said. “So, obviously, we’re dealing with someone in Starfleet.”

“Yeah,” Hartley said. “Because anyone who would try to blow up the Federation President would have a real problem violating civilian regulations.”

“Just trying to narrow down the search a little.”

J’hana planted her hands on the panel and looked around at the people gathered around her. “There really is only one solution. Only one way to catch this killer.”

“I’d love to hear it,” Baxter said testily.

“Sound general quarters and order martial law,” J’hana said.

“Martial law,” Richards said. “Isn’t that a bit harsh?”

“No,” J’hana said. “Blowing people up is harsh. Do you want this guy caught or not?”

Baxter looked around at his staff. “Fine. Do it.”

“Very well,” J’hana said. “For starters, you all should report to your quarters.”

“Us?” Tilleran asked.

“That IS what general quarters means. Now move it, before I write you all up!”

“Who do you think you are?” Baxter asked. “You can’t just go ordering us…”

Richards elbowed Baxter. “That’s what martial law means.”

“Oh,” Baxter said. “Fine. But I want a report in twenty minutes.”

“You’ll get it when I’m good and ready,” J’hana said, folding her arms. “Now all of you, be gone from my sight! All hands, this is J’hana, Martial Commander of the Explorer. I am officially sounding General Quarters. Anyone found wandering the corridors WILL be incarcerated and possibly shot. That is all!”

“Martial Commander?” Baxter asked Richards as the group walked off.

“Don’t look at me,” Richards said. “You’re the one that gave her the go-ahead.”

“Why do I have a bad feeling about this?”

“Because you just put J’hana in control of the ship,” Richards said simply.

“MY ship,” Hartley chimed.

“Well…sorry!” Baxter said.



Captain’s Log,

Supplemental. It’s been a day since we’ve been locked in our quarters, and already I’m getting…cabin…fever, for lack of a better term. Just sitting here is driving me crazy. But I’m convinced what J’hana’s done is for the good of the ship, and for finding the scum who endangered the life of Janice…I mean the President of the Federation. Meanwhile, I’m trying to find ways to keep busy.



“Would you LOOK at all the dust under my couch?” Baxter asked, kneeling and looking under his couch. “I thought this thing was supposed to be self-cleaning.”

“Apparently, the Tellarite who sold you that sofa played you for a fool,” Peterman said distantly as she sat at Baxter’s desk, tapping at a terminal, Fritz the cat sitting in her lap.

“How’s the book coming?” Baxter asked, scooting back up to the couch and grabbing the book he was reading off his coffee table. John Madden’s classic, “All Madden.”

“Slowly. It would go quicker if you didn’t talk,” Peterman said.

“Uh-huh,” Baxter said, paging through his book idly. He liked the feel of real paper pages. Something Commander Conway had gotten him hooked on. He looked back at Peterman. “Am I in it?”

“You’re mentioned briefly,” she said tersely.

“Oh. Good.” Baxter didn’t know how to take that. “Am I going to get to read it soon?”

“Not if it never gets written.” Peterman sighed and turned around to face Baxter. “Andy, is something bothering you?”

“No,” Baxter said. “Not at all. I was just…wanting to talk.”

“Well, talk.”

“No. That’s okay. You go back to your book. I’ll just sit here and read.”

“Fine,” Peterman said, and turned back toward the terminal.

“Do you think we should put Steffie in a secured location? You know, in case this guy strikes again?”

“Megan installed independent forcefield emitters around Steffie’s room yesterday, just before J’hana dragged her kicking and screaming back to her cabin, remember?”

“Yeah. I guess you’re right. She’ll be safe.”

“Is that it, Andy?” Peterman said, glancing over her shoulder. “You’re worried about Steffie?”

Baxter shrugged. “I don’t know. When it was just us putting our lives on the line, it just seemed like no big deal. Now, I’m not so sure.”

“Steffie will be fine. Lots of people in dangerous lines of work have kids. They find a way to make things work. Anyway, Steffie has a Jem’Hadar babysitter.”

Baxter frowned. “A wimpy Jem’Hadar babysitter. What are the odds?”

“I wouldn’t dare guess.”

Suddenly the door to their quarters bleeped.

Baxter and Peterman looked at the door at the same time.

“It’s general quarters,” Peterman said. “Who could be at the door?”

“Maybe I should activate Steffie’s shields,” Baxter said worriedly.

“It’s Janice!” came the sing-song voice over the comm.

“Stand down from Red Alert, Andy,” Peterman said, standing up from the desk and walking over to the door. She keyed it open, to reveal Browning.

“What’s up?” she asked, strolling in, as the doors closed. Peterman and Baxter stared at her.

“You do know everyone’s restricted to quarters, right?” Baxter asked.

“So what?” Browning asked. “I’m senior staff. I’ve got struttin’ priveleges.”

“What about Plato?” Peterman asked.

“Chaka’kan is guarding him back in my quarters. I think they’re playing hide and seek or something.”

“See?” Peterman asked, then sat back down. “What brings you here, Janice?”

“Something about our President doesn’t sit right with me.”

Baxter nodded, easing onto the couch and inviting Browning to sit down with him. Peterman went back to work at her terminal. “Like the fact that he took over my ship and sent us out on a fool’s mission that’s apparently going to get us all killed?”

“No, not that,” Browning said, turning toward Baxter, drawing one knee up under her. “It’s like…he’s a lot deeper than people take him for.”

“Yes. His hunger for power and latinum runs very, very deep.”

“I don’t mean that. I mean…I see other emotions in his eyes.”

Baxter leaned forward to peer into Browning’s eyes.

“What?” she asked.

“Just checking to see if you were a Betazoid.”

“I’m not!” Browning said, slapping Baxter playfully on the arm. “But all women have these senses. Just look at Kelly, and the fact that she recently sniffed out two dangerous criminals, right in our midst.”

“One of which you were dating!” Baxter said.

“Not the point,” Browning said.

“So, what, you think Bradley’s evil too?”

“No, I’m not talking about evil. I’m talking about ulterior motives. Bradley’s not in this for money, or power. He’s in this for something more than that. I know it. I can…I can just tell.”

Baxter sighed. “You love a project, don’t you, Janice?”

Browning frowned. “And what’s that supposed to mean?”

“You like complicated, messed up guys. Look at Richards. And Leonardo. And, yeesh, Conway.”

“This isn’t a romantic thing, Andy!” Browning said, standing up. “I’m sitting here trying to give you information that may very well save this ship, in a time of crisis, and you can do is sit there and be jealous!”

Baxter’s face wrinkled up. “Jealous?”

Browning turned and headed for the door. “Ya know, Andy…eventually I am going to find someone. You know, kind of like you did.” She patted Peterman on the shoulder as she walked by. “Right, Kelly?”

“Shhh! I’m working!”

“I do hope you find someone!” Baxter said, standing up. “But Bradley Dillon is not the guy!”

“I never even thought of him that way,” Browning said, as she slid out. “But thanks for the idea. Later.”

The door closed, and Baxter slumped back onto his couch. “What the hell did I just do?”

“Could you finish your conversation in the other room?” Peterman asked.

“Janice just left,” Baxter said.

“Then could you go in the other room?”

Baxter sighed, grabbed his book, and walked off to the bedroom. “Fine. But just so you know, you’re not getting any tonight.”



Doctor Browning walked the corridors of the Explorer, not sure what to do next, but feeling she should do something. She was afraid Baxter was right. That she did have feelings for Bradley… President Dillon. So what if she did? Wasn’t she entitled to have feelings?

Why was everyone always bent on spoiling her fun?

Take this assassin. She was just kissing Bradley when he (or she) decided to blow up that turbolift shaft. She didn’t even get the chance to see if it would lead anywhere…romantically. Sure, the only reason she did that in the first place was to get back at Richards for proposing to Lieutenant Madera, but that didn’t mean there wasn’t something…there.

And then it hit Browning. She really wasn’t acting herself lately.

Maybe this single life was getting to her. Maybe she was so focused on cheerfully accepting the status quo that she never really realized she didn’t like the status quo. She hated the status quo, actually.

She loved Plato. She loved cooking for people at Space Tastes. And, on occasion, she even enjoyed cutting into a person to save his life. But it all felt empty lately. Hollow. And why? Because of a silly thing like a man? Was that all she really needed to make her life complete? Another person?

No. Janice Browning was better than that. She didn’t need anyone. She was happy in this little life she’d made on the Explorer. Good friends, a beautiful son, a rewarding job. All the pieces were in place.

So why was she suddenly standing at the door to Bradley Dillon’s office complex?

“If you plan on killing the President, please let me know now, so I can shoot you. I would hate for it to come to blows.”

Browning turned to see Lt. J’hana facing her, coming as if from nowhere, phaser raised.

“You wouldn’t really shoot me, would you, J’hana?” Browning asked, eyes wide with disbelief.

“If I believed you were a threat to ship’s security. As it is, I was merely joking.”

“Are you sure?”

“Quite. Still, I feel the need to ask what you are doing walking about the ship, when I have ordered general quarters.”

“Ship’s business.”

J’hana nodded. “Which is?”

“Um…”

“Something to do with the President.”

Browning nodded vigorously. “Right. He wanted me to look at a…canker.”

“A canker?”

“You know, a red sore on your lip. It gets really painful if inflamed. Kind of like a …”

“Enough. I have heard more than enough. I will escort you into the President’s complex. You can accompany me while I report my new findings to the President.”

“You’ve figured out who’s trying to kill him?”

“No,” J’hana said. “However, I’ve concluded none of the senior staff are the killer, so that is progress.”

“Brilliant.”

“Only a few hundred suspects to go. Eight hundred thirty-two, actually.”

Browning nodded. “So…the door…?”

“Oh,” J’hana said. “Of course. Computer: Release locks on Presidential entrance. Voice authorization J’hana Delta Gamma.”

The heavy double door to the Presidential Complex sighed open, and Browning and J’hana stepped through.

The bustling office was unusually empty at the moment, something that made Browning feel a little bit nervous.

Those nerves gave way to fear as J’hana suddenly let out a choking “urk!” and stumbled to the ground. Browning deduced that she was doing so because she had a limber, compactly built woman in an executive pants suit on her head, legs wrapped around her neck.

“I…do…not…have time…for dating!” J’hana bellowed, swinging the woman over her shoulders and onto the deck, then holding her phaser on the woman, studying her with a suspicious eye. “Gisele.”

“Do you have an appointment?” the aide asked, rising to her feet swiftly and brushing herself off.

“No.”

“You’re supposed to have an appointment.”

“Do you routinely use your legs to strangle people who don’t have an appointment?”

“Only when the president’s life is in immediate danger.”

J’hana nodded, leaning on a bulkhead. “And you think that is the case now?”

“Someone tried to blow him up yesterday.”

“Yes, you make an excellent point. Would you like to discuss that point further over coffee? You might give me some pointers on your exercise routine. Your thighs are fabulous.”

“Thank…you,” Gisele said, straightening her blouse. “Maybe later.”

“Look, can we see the President?” Browning said, a little forcefully. She didn’t have time to watch J’hana flirt, as amusing as it was.

“And why are you here? To bring his lunch?”

“Medical purposes,” Browning said, pointing to the pips on her uniform collar. “I’m the Chief Medical Officer.”

“Of course you are,” Gisele said tersely, and walked down the corridor. “If you’ll follow me…”

“Charming gal,” Browning muttered to J’hana.

“Indeed,” J’hana said huskily, rubbing her throat.

Gisele led Browning and J’hana through the towering wooden double doors to the President’s Office, and Browning was curious to note, as she walked in, that the office was empty.

As if the other two women weren’t there, Gisele swiftly shut the doors to the office and turned around, announcing into the air: “Three to transport. Code Blanda Commerce Heavenly Peanut.”

“Pardon?” J’hana asked, as suddenly the trio dematerialized.

“The code changes every time you use the device. An added security measure.”

Browning found herself standing in a dimly lit room, much smaller than the office she was in earlier, but an office nevertheless. The walls and furniture were a dull gray, with silver accents. Much more Federation standard, and certainly not the oppulence of a typical Dillon office. Bradley Dillon was seated at the desk in front of her reading a padd.

J’hana looked around, rubbing her chin. “We are no longer on the same deck.”

“This is another part of the ship.”

“I do not believe I have a facilities reservation form on file for alternative offices,” J’hana said. “We will need to clear this matter up. Perhaps over dinner?”

“I can have offices anywhere on this ship I want,” Bradley said, not looking up from his padd.

“Where are we?” Browning asked.

“That information is on a need-to-know basis.”

J’hana was still looking around. “We’re in a compartment directly behind the main navigational deflector.”

Bradley looked up. “Damn it! How did you know that?”

“I have this ship’s floor plans memorized.”

“Right. Well, since you’re here, I assume that means you’ve found the killer.”

“Alas, no,” J’hana said, draping her hands behind her back. “Actually, I came to report that I still haven’t found the killer.”

“I thought you were a good investigator.”

J’hana visibly bristled at that, her antennae and nose both twitching violently. “You are correct, sir. However, this particular assassin is quite good at covering his tracks.”

“Or hers,” Browning added helpfully.

Bradley turned to look at Browning. “And what were you doing here?”

“I was hoping we could talk,” Browning said earnestly, sitting down in the chair opposite Bradley’s desk. “You know, about us.”

“You must be joking,” Bradley said.

“I think we dismissed that kiss yesterday a bit too quickly. And I think, in light of the fact that we’re all a little emotional, due to the people trying to kill us, that we might not be thinking with clear heads.”

“Doctor Browning, my head is as clear as it ever was.”

“You told me you were here about a canker!” J’hana said suddenly, glaring at Browning.

“A teensey lie,” Browning said innocently.

“Canker?” Bradley said indignantly. “I have never had a canker in my life.”

“Mister President,” Gisele suddenly said. “I believe it’s getting hot in here.”

J’hana’s antennae twitched again, but this time it wasn’t out of anger.

“Massive electron surge fifteen meters ahead!” J’hana said. “The main deflector is overloading!”

“Three for emergency transport. Hawkeye Tandem Woodchuck Chavez!”

“Woodchuck Charcoal,” Bradley corrected, hastily shoving out of his desk chair and gabbing Browning by the arm, rushing her to the door to the small office.

“Hawkeye Tandem Woodchuck Charcoal!”

Nothing happened.

J’hana tapped her combadge. “J’hana to security.” No response. “Shezzzat!” she cursed. “Shipwide communications must be down.”

After exchanging incredibly uneasy glances, the group ran out of the room, and down the nearest corridor, which narrowed into nothing more than a larger-sized Jefferies tube. First they were led by Browning, who obviously had no idea where she was going, and then by J’hana, who surged ahead, pointing to where the group should make their turns.

“How long do we have?” Bradley asked breathlessly.

“If it’s a full-scale overload, I would say less than three minutes!” J’hana said. “Give or take. However, if it is full-scale, then the overload will take much of the secondary hull with it.”

“Is there any way to prevent it?”

J’hana stopped at a two-way split in the tubes. “I will let you know. Run down that corridor as fast as you can until you get to a ladder. Then climb. Climb like you have never climbed before!”

“Gisele, assist J’hana,” Bradley said.

“We may die,” J’hana informed Gisele.

“I am prepared to give my life for the President,” Gisele said, casting a small, but professional smile at Bradley.

“I could kiss you, but I will not, since we have very little time for pleasantries. This way!”

“Doctor,” Bradley said, gesturing for Browning to lead the way.

“I hope you’re in shape, Bradley.”

“I make no guarantees.”

And the two darted off toward the ladder.



Bluish sweat streamed down J’hana’s face as she squatted in the access port, yanking isolinear chips, rerouting power, pulling out ODN lines and generally doing everything she could to avert the overload to the main deflector. They’d already found the device that was attached to the deflector control and ripped it off the junction port, but that had done nothing to stop the overload.

Gisele, for her part, was doing a good job of assisting J’hana, plundering another batch of isolinear chips as the Andorian had instructed. She was certainly a well-rounded girl for an administrative assistant.

Still, J’hana couldn’t help but wish for Lt. Commander Hartley. Certainly, the Explorer’s Chief Engineer would know what to do in a situation such as this. As it was, J’hana was lucky to know which junction box to go to, and was pleased she’d apparently found the right one, if the markings on all the chips were any indication.

But there was no indication anything her or Gisele were doing was stopping the overload. As a matter of fact, that low rumble that J’hana’s antennae had detected at first had now grown to an audible thrum.

She and Gisele worked faster.



“I can’t climb anymore,” Bradley gasped, throwing himself onto the deck outside the Jefferies access hatch, laying on the ground, breathing hard, and pondering the use of the shipwide gymnasium.

“I think we’re far enough up that we’ll be safe,” Browning said, not at all winded, as she knelt at Bradley’s side. The corridors were predictably empty, as J’hana’s general quarters order was still in effect. “Then again,” she added, “I know nothing about Engineering, so it may well be that we’ll still die.”

“Gisele and J’hana will prevail,” Bradley said, pulling himself up to a sitting position. “I know they will.”

“I’m glad you’ve got faith.”

“You don’t know anything about engineering?”

“Hmm?”

“Well, I just find that funny. Didn’t you date an engineer for a few years?”

“Christopher?” Browning ran her fingers through her hair, which had tangled into quite a mess in all the commotion. “Well, I suppose we did spend a lot of time together. But we never really talked about engineering stuff.”

“Too bad. You might have been able to help J’hana.”

“Yes, but then we wouldn’t have this quality time to talk.”

“Yes,” Bradley said, looking around. “I wonder what deck we’re on?”

“I have no idea,” Browning said honestly.

“Well…I think there would have been an explosion by now if J’hana had failed. So it’s safe to assume that we’re out of danger for the moment.” Bradley pulled himself to his feet and brushed off his pants. The suit would definitely have to be cleaned. “I need to get back to my offices.”

Browning stood and looked at Bradley. “You’re probably right about the deflector, but I don’t think your headquarters is the smartest place for you to go right now. Not since your alternate office was already attacked.”

“The overload my not have had anything to do with the assassin,” Bradley said defensively.

“Then how come your transporter system was deactivated as well?”

“I must admit, I’m at a little bit of a loss.”

“Don’t be,” a voice suddenly said, causing both Bradley and Browning’s heads to whip around. “I’ll be glad to explain everything.”



“Where are you going, Lieutenant?” Gisele called after J’hana as she stormed purposefully down the corridor. She didn’t have time to pat herself on the back for stopping the overload, although she had to admit to a considerable amount of relief as she felt the deflector power down after pulling that final isolinear chip.

“I have work to do,” she said tightly.

“Work more important than protecting the President? Isn’t he in the opposite direction?”

“Indeed he is, but the killer is this way.”

“You know who the killer is?”

“Absolutely.”

“Mind telling me how you know?”

J’hana shook the oblong, bluegreen rod with several connecting cables that she’d pulled off the deflector controls. “Much like the device used in the turbolift shaft, this one has a production lineage that uses technologies from several cultures. This particular piece has changed hands among such races as the Breen, the Klingons, the Ziraxians and the Jarada.”

“So the assassin is good at covering his tracks. What’s so unusual about that?”

“Only one species is capable of dealing with such an array of villainous races, to mention nothing of the gall it takes to risk the total destruction of the Explorer, including the assassin, just to kill a single man.”

“Great, so you have it narrowed down to a species. How does that help us?”

“Because there are only two adult Andorians living on the Explorer, and one of them is me.”



“Marco!” Lt. Madera called out, flip-flopping in the whirlpool full of bubbles in Commander Richards’s bathroom.

Richards emerged on the other end. “I’m going to say Polo, but only with the stipulation that this tub is way too small to play this game in. You can feel me slithering around under you!”

“And I can feel you,” Madera said, leaning forward and kissing Richards on the mouth. “Say, can we have General Quarters more often?”

Richards pulled back. “I’m glad you’re having a good time, Susan, but you do realize that this is no laughing matter. Lives are at stake.”

“But there’s nothing we can do about it right now, so why not have some post-engagement fun?”

“Oh, right. The engagement,” Richards said thoughtfully. “Yes. Fun!”

Madera threw her arms around Richards’s neck. “Let’s stop playing Marco Polo for now. Let’s play a different game.”

“Okeydoke,” Richards said uneasily, thinking of Janice. He was worried about her. But at least he knew she’d be relatively safe in her quarters. Better that than gallivanting around the ship and getting in God- knows what kind of trouble.



J’hana and Gisele arrived at the door and J’hana angrily thumbed the ringer.

“Maybe he isn’t home,” Gisele offered. “You know, he could be out trying to kill again.”

“He is in there. I sense him.”

“With, um, those?” Gisele asked, pointing at J’hana’s antennae.

“No. Call it instinct.”

’The same instinct that tells you he’s the killer?”

“Yes. Exactly. Now shut up.” She hit the door-ringer again.

Finally, a voice answered.

“Yes?”

“Mister S’veth,” J’hana announced. “May I have a word with you? It’s about some killing.”

“Sure, let me just put on a fresh shirt. I was napping.”

“Of course.” J’hana looked around idly as she waited. “A bit chilly, isn’t it?” she asked Gisele, having calmed down now a bit.

“I hadn’t noticed,” Gisele said.

Suddenly, the doors whisked open, a frehsly-shirted S’veth standing, unassuming, in the doorway. “Now, what’s this about killing?”

J’hana grabbed S’veth by the neck, and in one swift motion, pulled him out of his cabin and smashed him head-first into the opposite bulkhead. She then used one foot to sweep the man’s feet out from under him and flipped her arm around to the other side of his neck, gracefully forcing the Andorian quickly and painfully onto his back, with her elbow surely planted on his throat.

“You have tried to kill the Federation President on two occasions,” J’hana said steadily, kneeling beside her victim. “We frown on that around here.”

“Urk…what?” S’veth stammered.

“You tried to blow up a turbolift shaft, then the main deflector. Ship’s passengers are not allowed to cause explosions. Need I make myself any clearer?”

“I didn’t try to blow anything up.”

“Maybe he’s telling the truth,” Gisele suggested.

“Please, let me do my job,” J’hana said, rougly lifting S’veth to his feet. “I will give you the benefit of an interrogation before I summarily indict you, Mister S’veth. But before I do that, we must put your daughter into protective custody. I would not wish her to see the many inhumane acts I am about to leverage upon you.”

“I…appreciate that,” S’veth croaked, rubbing his throat as J’hana followed him carefully back into his cabin, her phaser at the ready.

“V’xxnvar,” he called into the quarters. “Come out here. Your friend J’hana is here and she wants to take us on a little trip.”

“Something feels wrong about this,” J’hana growled.

“You think?” Gisele asked.

“V’xnnvar?” S’veth called out, peering into one of the cabin’s two bedrooms. “That’s funny. She was here earlier.” He looked back at J’hana. “How could she have gotten out without me noticing?”

J’hana and Gisele looked at each other.

“I have a theory,” J’hana said breathlessly, tossing her phaser to Gisele. “Stay with him. Close the door and lock it. I will be back.”

“Where are you going?” S’veth demanded, as Gisele pointed the phaser at him.

“To discipline a very naughty child!”



“Now, now…V’xxnvar, let’s not be hasty here…” Dr. Browning said, holding her hands up and elbowing Bradley Dillon to do the same as the Andorian seven-year-old held a phaser out with both hands, arms extended and rigid, aimed at her and the Federation President. She wore a typical enough child’s jumpsuit, goldish in color.

“You cannot be serious,” Bradley said flatly. “You? You’re the one who’s been trying to kill me?”

“YES!” V’xxnvar hissed. “Why do you find that so hard to believe?”

“Because you’re a child.”

“Maybe. But I’m a child who’s aiming a phaser at you right now.”

Doctor Browning’s hand crept toward her combadge. V’xxnvar’s arm swung around in an instand and blasted it clean off her chest. It clattered, singed, to the ground.

“Do you think I’m fwarking around?” the second grader demanded.

“No. I’m sure you’re not fwarking,” Browning said, patting the smoking spot on her uniform where her communicator once was. “Let’s find a way to resolve this peacefully.”

The Andorian swung the phaser back around to Bradley. “There’s only one way to resolve this. His death.”

“Now then,” Bradley said, dropping to one knee in front of the Andorian. It wasn’t a gesture of supplication, but of friendliness. V’xxnvar backed away a few steps as he extended his hand. “I think we can come up with a reasonable compromise that doesn’t include me dying.”

“I don’t believe so,” V’xxnvar sneered. “Not while the Federation still sits idly by while Andorian interests go unheeded.”

“I’m sure I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Bradley said soothingly, as Browning looked on.

“Of course you don’t. You’re oblivious. That’s why you have to die. We preferred it when President Inyo was crazy, and Maruac ran things. Now, the Federation is but a profit making machine for your vast empire.”

“We?” Bradley asked conversationally. “Who would we be?”

V’xxnvar stood a little straighter. “Andorians for a More Stable and Honorable Government.”

“Ahh, the AMSHG,” Browning said.

“We prefer the abbreviation ‘AnGov.’”

“Sure you do,” Bradley said, clasping his hands over his knee. “What’s say we talk about your ‘AnGov,’ over some nice hot…” He looked back at Browning, who quickly leaned down and whispered something in his ear. “G’hordat’s Blood. Doesn’t that sound delicious?”

“I don’t want G’hordat’s blood!” V’xxnvar cried, stomping her feet. “I want you to be dead!”

“I’m sorry,” Bradley said, “but I can’t let you kill me. There’s just…too much at stake.”

“Like what?” V’xxnvar said tearfully. “You’re just in this presidency thing for yourself. My mommies say so.”

Browning folded her arms. “So your mommies put you up to this, then.”

“No. They just trained me and gave me all the supplies before they left the ship. Sure, they send me instructions sometimes. No more than three, four times a week. But I’ve got a big say in what goes on. Yeah, yeah. A big say!” V’xxnvar rubbed her eyes.

“I think it’s somebody’s bedtime,” Bradley said soothingly, inching forward. “What about a hug?”

“A hug?” V’xxnvar said, looking back at Bradley with blue-rimmed eyes.

“Uh-huh,” Bradley said with a big smile, outstretching his arms.

V’xxnvar leaned forward, into an embrace with the larger man, her left hand still gripping the phaser

“NOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOO!” came a violent shout from behind, and Browning’s head swiveled around to see J’hana barreling toward them. It was all she could do to get out of the way as J’hana launched herself into the air, tucked into a somersault, vaulted over Bradley, gripped V’xxnvar by the shoulders, and flipped her over. It was a wild, mid-air tango that couldn’t have looked more beautiful if it was choreographed beat by beat.

The result was J’hana pinning V’xxnvar to the ground and Bradley Dillon and Janice Browning looking on, perplexed.

“You didn’t have to do that, J’hana. I’d gotten through to her,” Bradley said.

“Oh yes,” J’hana said breathlessly, wrenching the child up to her feet, shaking her right hand, which now held what must have been a perfectly concealed, but deadly looking and rather long, serrated blade. “Yes, I can see she was about to get through to you, too. Or, in this case, get through you.”

“Kids today,” Browning said softly.

“Little fzzixer!” J’hana said, shaking V’xxnvar by the shoulders. “What were you thinking?”

“I just wanted to kill him,” V’xxnvar said. “But the mean man wouldn’t let me do that to him.”

J’hana turned around and looked at Bradley a moment. “No, I suppose he didn’t.” She turned back to V’xxnvar. “Look, my little zelchan, you can’t just go killing people. Not on Federation starships. That’s for the homeworld only.”

“But my mommies said it would be okay. They wanted me to! They said it would be fun! I want to kill. I wanna!”

J’hana pulled V’xxnvar into a hug, squeezing her tightly. “I know, sweetie, I know. The bloodlust runs deep in my veins too. But there are other ways to work out that aggression.” She sighed. “Ways you won’t figure out for a good eight or nine years.”

“Which is about how long she’ll be spending in a Federation Rehab Colony,” Browning muttered.

“At least,” Bradley agreed.

As J’hana and V’xxnvar hugged, Browning saw another blade slip out of the child’s sleeve.

“J’hana, watch–” Browning shrieked.

But the Andorian was already in mid-movement, spinning the child around like a top, then body-slamming her to the deck, pinning her by the neck with one hand and poising the other, arrow-like, to deliver the death blow.

“See what I mean?” J’hana said. “Little ones can be tricky. That’s why I will never breed. That, and the insemination ritual is way too much trouble. I don’t know that many Andorian males, and I don’t want to be stretched out like–”

“Okay, that’s quite enough,” Browning said, throwing up her hands. “Can you please put that little girl in the brig so we can all go back to our normal lives?”

“Sure,” J’hana said, then looked down at the little Andorian as she gripped the girl’s wrist tightly. “And we’ll put lots of nice toys in there for you. It’ll be so much fun.”

“Fwark you!” V’xxnvar spat.

“There’s my girl,” J’hana said, and dragged the child off.

“Lieutenant,” Bradley called after her. “Are we off General Quarters yet?”

“Just give me a few minutes to get this little shnixarnt put away!” J’hana called back.



“Ah, the bridge!” Captain Baxter said, leading the bridge crew off the turbolift. Now that General Quarters had officially ended, Baxter was pleased to have control of his ship back. “Commander Richards, make a note that I’m not ever to be relieved of command again.”

“I don’t think that will hold up in the JAG courts, Captain,” Vansen smirked as she walked around to her chair.

“If you’d like to make a move for power, Lieutenant Commander, you’re welcomed to try,” Baxter snapped as he took his seat.

“I’d like to take a bath,” Richards said, sitting on the opposite side of Baxter.

“I second that,” Lt. Madera said, as she and Sefelt took their places at helm and ops. Tilleran, as well, was back at science, with only J’hana missing at tactical. She was still tucking little V’xxnvar into her cell.

“Well, nobody’s getting any more time off. It’s officially time to find the Bast,” Baxter said. “I’m sick of all the waiting. The sooner we find these people and get President Dillon’s mission accomplished, the sooner all our lives go back to normal.”

“We’re still on course for Vespa Three,” Madera said, looking over her panel. “We should be there within the hour.”

“Good,” Baxter said, rubbing his hands together.

“Captain,” Vansen said, leaning over. “Does it not concern you, even in the least, that one of our second graders tried to destroy the ship today?”

“Don’t exaggerate, Vansen,” Baxter said. “She was really just trying to kill the President. Anyway, J’hana successfully averted disaster, and will do the same should anything like that come up again.”

“Why do I get the bad feeling that something WILL come up again,” Richards said, sinking lower into his seat.

“Because you are engaged now, Chris,” Baxter said, lowering his voice. “The whole universe is now conspiring against you. Enjoy!”

“Uh-huh,” Richards said, sinking a little lower in his chair.

“Maintain course, Lieutenant Madera,” Baxter said with a smile.



President Dillon, with a table full of grey-suited Special Secret Section guards seated not three meters away, stirred the straw in his drink in the Constellation Club. Considering the stress of the last few days, he felt it prudent to spend a night outside his cabin, even if it was…a tad unsafe.

“Mind if I sit down?” a voice asked.

He looked up. “Janice. No. Of course not. Have a seat. Just don’t make any aggressive moves toward me. That might get you shot.”

Browning sat down opposite Bradley. “Oh, I’m starting to get the idea that I take my life into my hands every time I hang out with you.”

“Then perhaps you shouldn’t ‘hang out’ with me,” Bradley said, sipping from his drink.

“Are you trying to get rid of me, Mister President?” Browning said with a small smile. “All you have to do is say the word, and ‘poof,’ I go away.”

Bradley took a long, hard look at Doctor Janice Browning. “First of all, call me Bradley.”

“Bradley,” Browning said. “Okay.” She glanced over to the bar. “Hey, Mirk. Double Circassian Chocolate Liqueur. And keep them coming!”

Mirk Hartley walked over moments later, with a glass of frothing brown liquid. “You’re sure about this, Doctor?”

“Reasonably,” Browning said, taking the glass. “But then again, I’m not sure of much of anything lately…” She trailed off, and Mirk could tell she had something on her mind.

“You know what might help you make sense of your life? Closing down your restaurant so I get my regular clientele back!”

“That’s a nice offer, Mirk, but I don’t think so,” Browning said with a small smile.

“It was worth a try,” Mirk muttered, and walked off.

“So,” Bradley Dillon said, folding his hands atop the table and looking at Browning. “What of little V’xxnvar?”

“Plato is down with her right now, playing Jonata’s Brain Puzzle.”

“Across a very powerful forcefield, I hope.”

Browning sipped. “Indeed.”

“And you don’t think V’xxnvar will corrupt your child’s mind with rebellious ideas?”

“If Plato was going to be corrupt, he’d be corrupt already,” Browning said with a little giggle. “I think he’s got his head on straight.”

“I don’t doubt it,” Bradley said, and sipped from his own drink.

“What about V’xxnvar’s…mommies?”

“I’ve just fired off a few subspace communications to Starfleet Security. Zarata, N’xar and K’zzix should be behind nice, strong forcefields sometime tomorrow.”

“Sounds like that wraps everything up,” Browning said. “You must feel a lot safer.”

“Yes,” Bradley said, and stared into his drink. More silence, then the trill of Bradley’s lapel pin, complete with the Dillon Enterprises logo. He felt the Starfleet combadge was a little gauche.

“Baxter to President Dillon. Just thought you’d like to know that we’ve arrived at Vespa Three. You want me to form an away–”

“No!” Bradley shouted. “Just send me J’hana. Have her report to the transporter room immediately.”

“Yes, sir. She and I will–”

“No. Just J’hana. You stay on the bridge.”

“Ummm….”

“That’s not negotiable, Captain. This isn’t a tourist stop.”

“My mistake!” Baxter snapped, and cut the channel.

Bradley got up. “Doctor, if you’ll excuse me.”

Browning stood up too, and immediately regretted it. “Whoo…head rush.”

“Doctor?”

She planted her hands on the table. “Bradley, I’d like to go with you.”

Bradley clasped his hands in front of him. “So you can report back to your friend, Captain Baxter?”

“No,” Browning said, and by her tone, Bradley actually believed her. “No, really just because I want to go with you.”

Bradley mulled that. “Very well. Let’s go, then.”

His guards motioned as if to follow, but he waved them back. “Not this time. This, I do alone.”

“Alone, but with me,” Browning grinned, and walked with Bradley out of the Constellation Club.



“Lovely planet,” J’hana grunted, as harsh, cold winds blew by her, Bradley, and Browning. The two humans were wrapped in thick Starfleet blue parkas, but J’hana had decided to go without, preferring to brave the sub- zero temperatures.

Bradley led the way, pressing through some brush, looking at his tricorder. “Energy readings are negative, but I wouldn’t be surprised if they had the technology to cloak all their emissions. They probably have a huge installation just ahead. And we can’t even detect it!”

“Or, there’s no installation,” Browning suggested.

“This tip is reliable,” Bradley said. “I have instincts for these things.”

J’hana pulled her phaser, upped the power levels. “Yes, as do I.”

The group continued on about a hundred meters, then stopped short at a cliff that overlooked a huge ravine, several storeys below.

Wind blew harshly on the trio, burning their faces red (and, in J’hana’s case, blue). Bradley checked his tricorder again. J’hana holstered her phaser. Browning let out an exasperated breath.

“I don’t understand,” Bradley said. “They should be right here.”

Browning looked over the expanse of ravine, where there was an obvious (and rather large) spherical indentation in the ground. Small outbuildings littered the landscape.

“I’ve scanned every spectrum,” Bradley said. “If they were cloaked, there’d be some residual readings. Something. They’re just…gone.”

“But they were here,” J’hana said, pointing at the huge, dark gouge in the ground. “That was one of their ships parked here, am I correct?”

“I would say the chances of that are very, very good.”

“Well, it doesn’t take a genius to figure out what’s happening,” Browning said, looking at Bradley.

“It doesn’t?” he asked.

She nodded. “I think it’s pretty obvious that the Bast don’t want to be found.”

Bradley nodded. “So it would seem.”

J’hana glared at Bradley and Browning. “So. What do we do now?”

Bradley turned around and stalked back into the underbrush. “We keep looking. That’s what we do. We keep looking.”



THE END.



NEXT:



The Explorer’s undergone some wear and tear during this mission to find the Bast. So it’s only natural they have to take a little bit of a pit stop to lick their wounds. What isn’t natural is that, while Lt. Commander Hartley has to work on repairing the ship, she’s also got to deal with the emotional problems of the whole crew. What’s up with that? Shouldn’t they be going somewhere else with their problems, instead of driving Hartley crazy? Apparently not!




Maintenance Cycle



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 56680.4. The likelihood of actually finding these mysterious “Bast” seems less and less as we continue through a particularly long and boring stretch of space, having reached a section of the galaxy where the stars are few and far between. Because of that, we’ve all experienced the accompanying boredom and restlessness, but I’m proud to say my crew is handling it well, all things considered.



“Aren’t we getting a little old for this?” Captain Andy Baxter asked, as he leaned against the bar in the Constellation Club, sizzling electronic music shaking the room, on yet another rowdy “Dance Night,” a tradition Mirk was trying to cultivate. Baxter had never been a very good dancer, and preferred to watch other people make fools of themselves on the dance floor. Lieutenant Sefelt, for example, was being wildly swung about by the tentacles of the gargantuan Velvattian security officer, Lt. Unlathi, as a particularly cloying Betazed Boys song boomed out of every speaker in the room. Baxter almost felt sorry for Sefelt. Almost.

“A little old for what?” Commander Chris Richards asked from beside Baxter as he sipped his Cardassian canarr toddy. “Drinking?”

“The whole bar scene. I mean…we’re in our…” Baxter cleared his throat. “Um…very early thirties. Isn’t it about time we did sensible things, like…stay in and watch movies?”

“You mean what we’ve done every other night this week,” Doctor Janice Browning said, from the other side of Baxter.

“Hey, if it ain’t broke…”

“Fix it,” Browning said flatly.

Richards looked over at her. “Problems, Janice?”

“No,” Browning smiled. “Actually, I’m just fine.”

“We missed you at the lacrosse tournament this afternoon,” Baxter said, staring at his feet. “I guess you had medical stuff to attend to.”

“No, actually, I had a lunch date.”

“Lunch date,” Baxter said, exchanging an uneasy glance with Richards.

“Yes.”

“With…” Richards began.

“You know darn well who with, Christopher,” Browning said.

“Not President Dillon again,” Baxter said.

“Yes,” Browning said. “As a matter of fact, it is President Dillon. Do you have a problem with that, Andy?”

“Well…not when you ask it like that.”

Browning stared at Richards and Baxter. “Look, you guys will just have to learn to deal with a relationship between me and the President of the United Federation of Planets. I’ve always been nice to your significant others. It’s about time you gave me the same respect.”

“Have you ever actually spoken to Susan?” Richards asked.

“That’s not the point,” Browning said. “I just think it’s high time you silly boys accepted the fact that I have a man in my life.”

“Janice,” Baxter began. “I am very…happy for you to have found…someone. But don’t you think a relationship with Bradley Dillon is sort of…I don’t know…unholy?”

“How so?”

“Well, for one, he’s virtually taken over my ship, and we don’t even know why.”

“So has Vansen, and Christopher thought about asking her out.”

Baxter’s eyes widened as he looked at Richards. “You WHAT?”

“I told you to keep that to yourself!” Richards snapped at Browning. “And date whoever you want. I don’t care. I’ve got wedding plans to make.” And, with that, Richards walked off, leaving the Constellation Club.

“What’s eating him?” Baxter asked.

“I haven’t the slightest idea,” Browning sighed. She glanced at the chronometer that hung over the bar. “It’s twenty-one hundred. Shouldn’t Kelly be here by now?”

“She’s working on her book. She said she’s in a ‘zone,’ and can’t be disturbed,” Baxter said, folding his arms.

“Interesting,” Browning said.

“Oh well,” Baxter said, waving over to Mirk and shaking his empty glass, signaling for a refill. “At least we have each other, right?”

“Huh?” Browning said, glancing in the opposite direction as the doors to the Club parted, and President Bradley Dillon strolled in, arms draped behind his back, four charcoal-suited Special Secret Section guards behind him, and Gisele as well, taking notes. “Oh, Bradley! Over here!”

Bradley drifted over, regarding Browning with a smile. “Doctor, how nice to see you.”

“I’m glad you came!”

“You insisted, and I couldn’t resist your invitation,” Bradley said, gallantly taking Browning’s hand and kissing it. Baxter rolled his eyes. “The music is not exactly my cup of tea, but I’ll do my best to abide it.”

“You’ll do more than abide it, buddy, whatever that means,” Browning said, taking both Bradley’s hands. “You’re going to dance!”

“Dance?” Bradley asked quizzically. He looked out onto the dance floor. “This music is a little fast for a box step.”

“Box step my butt,” Browning said with a grin, and dragged Bradley out onto the dance floor, just as the new song by four-year-old pop recording sensation Jose’ Trumbell Junior, “Where’s My Popsicle?” came on over the sound system.

“Here’s another Grapefruit’n’Vodka, Captain,” Mirk Hartley said, sliding Baxter’s drink down the bar while the captain watched, horrified as Browning shimmied against the Federation President, as Jose Trumbell cooed: “Popsicles for him, popsicles for her, but where’s my popsicle?”

“Uh…thanks,” Baxter said, absently grabbing the glass and sipping, not even looking at Mirk as he stared out at the dancefloor, transfixed.

“Something wrong, Captain?” Mirk asked.

“Is it just me, or has Janice been acting different lately?”

“I like this new side of her. I think she’s…what was that book J’hana loaned me? Gotten her verve back.”

“I think it’s ‘gotten her swerve back,’” Baxter said.

“No, that’s ‘gotten her swerve on,’ which is a different expression altogether. Megan’s been teaching me Earth vernacular.”

“Fun,” Baxter said blankly.

Mirk studied Baxter for a moment as he wiped the bar off. “Pardon me if I say so, Captain, but you look like you’ve just lost your best friend.”

“Maybe I have, Mirk. Maybe I have,” Baxter said, downing his drink, and heading for the door.

Before Baxter could reach the door, something shook the deck beneath him and he was thrown suddenly and violently to the floor, as if the whole ship were yanked out from under him.

He clawed at one of the bar railings to try to pull himself up as he felt his guts sink about twenty meters straight down.

Red alert klaxons blared. The music stopped suddenly, and the funky disco lighting in the club turned to dull red emergency lighting.

A loud wail filled the room as the panicked partygoers clambered over each other, as the stars outside changed direction several times.

The Explorer was in a spin.

“Bridge!” Baxter called out. “Status!”

“Captain!” came Lt. Madera’s voice. “The starboard nacelle just overloaded! We’re trying to take the other one off-line, but the injectors are locked. We’re in a tailspin, and the inertia is more than the dampers can handle!”

“Pull us out of the spin! Reverse on all impulse engines!” Baxter said, climbing along the bar in a mad struggle to keep upright.

“Is this another assassination attempt?” Janice Browning’s panicked voice called out.

“If it is, the assassin will die a quick death. I just spilled v’haspant all over my new leather tank dress!” J’hana shouted from somewhere else inside the club.

“Somebody find Hartley!” Baxter cried, as the Explorer pitched again, and he landed painfully on his back.



Lt. Commander Megan Hartley stormed angrily out of the turbolift and onto the bridge, passing crewmen without so much as a nod of recognition.

She stamped her hand on the door call, and stepped into the foreward conference room, coming face to face with the entire senior staff, who all sat around the conference room, looking very concerned.

Vansen was the first to speak.

“Can we get you a towel, Commander?”

Hartley growled low in her throat as she walked to the monitor in front of the room, dripping a trail on the carpet behind her. Her mustard- colored silk robe clung to her wet body, and her tangled hair was stuck to her face, and she did not look happy.

She pressed a button, bringing up an overhead schematic of the Explorer. One of the nacelle’s glowed bright red. “At twenty-one oh-six this evening, we experienced a forced overload of the starboard nacelle, which caused the ship to be thrown into a very nasty tailspin, which caused me to be thrown bodily out of my tub and onto the bathroom floor. This must never happen again.”

“You’re telling me,” Baxter said. “I still have a large bump on my right ass cheek.”

“Lovely!” Vansen exclaimed, then looked at Hartley. “Now what are you going to do about it?”

“I’m glad you asked. Thanks to some quick thinking by Ensign Stuart, the crew in engineering was able to pull the plug on the port nacelle before we all got turned into lumpy oatmeal.”

“He’s a smart guy,” Richards interjected. “You really should give him a promotion.”

“Eh, I’ll get around to it,” Hartley said. “Anyway, that leaves us with two currently dead nacelles, and it leaves us dead in the water.”

“For how long?” Baxter asked. “President Dillon will want to know.”

“I’m taking notes for him,” Browning added, holding up her padd. “See? Notes!”

Hartley rolled her eyes. “It’s going to take the better part of two days. It’ll take at least that long to restart the engines and figure out how to fix whatever’s gone wrong.”

“Do you suspect foul play?” J’hana asked pointedly.

“No, as a matter of fact, I suspect our president,” Hartley muttered.

“Is that with a capital ‘P’?” Browning asked, then looked up. “Wait…you mean you suspect Bradley?”

“Yes. What I mean is, it’s this damn mission we’re on, Captain. It’s killing my engines. Do you realize we’ve been at warp eight for almost three straight weeks? That takes a toll on a ship!”

“It has been a while since we’ve stopped anywhere,” Baxter mused, rubbing his goatee. “I’ve been wanting to stop off somewhere and get some fruit for a while now.”

“This is going to be very bad for crew morale,” Peterman said, staring at a padd and punching information into it as she talked.

“I don’t think the crew give a damn, honey.”

“The ones who got thrown out of the tubs give a damn!” Hartley said, shaking her arms for emphasis. Water droplets splashed on the faces of the closest officers; in this case, Tilleran and Richards.

“Well, it seems like the solution is clear cut,” Baxter said. “I’ll handle speaking with the crew, and you’ll handle getting the engines back online. The full resources of the Explorer are at your disposal.”

“But this is just a symptom of a bigger problem, sir,” Hartley said, planting her hands on the conference table, splashing more water on Richards. “You’ve got to get the President to set a time limit on this thing. If we don’t find the Bast in another month, we turn back.”

“I’ve got about as much say in that as you do, and you know that,” Baxter said. “The mission goes on as long as he wants it to.”

“And it’s for the good of the Federation,” Browning added.

“I’d love to know exactly how,” Baxter muttered.

“Yeah, he never has shared that little tidbit with us,” Richards said.

“He doesn’t have to,” Browning said. “He’s the President. We go where he tells us.”

“Wish I could disagree with you,” Baxter said softly, and stood up. “Dismissed everyone. Go back to your jobs as if we weren’t stuck without engines in the middle of nowhere.”

“Are there at least any planets nearby?” Vansen asked, turning to Tilleran.

The Betazoid shook her head. “None within impulse range. No ships either.”

“Terrific,” Richards said. “This trip just got even more boring.”

“You all know what to do. Let’s get to it,” Baxter said, and walked out.

J’hana watched Baxter leave, and then turned to Peterman. “Counselor, do you notice certain crew behaving as if they are a little…on edge?”

“Mm-hmm,” Peterman said distractedly, staring at a padd and typing on it as she stood up. “I’ll be down in my office if anybody needs me. Don’t disturb me unless it’s important. I’m…working on something.” And with that, she left.

J’hana swiveled to face Dr. Browning. “As I said, some of the crew are acting rather strangely…”

“I’d better get these notes to President Dillon. He’ll need me. I mean them.” And she got up and trotted out of the room.

Richards watched her go.

“Indeed, she is behaving rather strangely as well,” J’hana said to Richards.

“Hmm?” Richards asked. “Yes. I have the bridge.” And he got up and left.

“I’m going to dry off and get dressed,” Hartley said, marching out of the room, followed by Vansen, leaving J’hana alone with Tilleran.

“What were you saying, Imzadi?” Tilleran asked, rubbing her temples.

“Nothing important,” J’hana muttered, and walked off to take her station.



Chief Engineer’s Log,

Supplemental. I’ve spent the last twelve hours recalibrating the engines and preparing for tomorrow’s restart sequence. It’s been nothing but grunt work of crawling around in Jefferies tubes with my crew and adjusting one ODN connection after another. I still can’t quite figure out where the overload began, but a level one diagnostic is never an easy thing. My job is a tough one, but honestly, I’m not really even tired. I just have to close my eyes for one….hnnnnnnnnnnnnnnk.



“Good morning, sweetie,” a soft voice said, and Megan Hartley awoke with a start.

“Hamina…Warp engines! Reactors! Injectors! Plasma!” Her head jerked up off her desk and padds and various work tools went flying.

Mirk put a gentle hand on her shoulder. “Shhh, Megan. You were just dreaming.”

She looked up at Mirk and smiled. “Hi there, hon. You came down to check on me?”

“Well, I got a little worried when you didn’t answer my comms.”

Hartley wiped a little drool from her chin and smiled. “I was sleeping.”

“I noticed. I won’t tell the captain.”

“So what if you do?” Hartley snapped. “I bet he’s sleeping right now too!”

“It is oh-eight hundred.”

“Eight hundred!” Hartley exclaimed, standing up. “Damn. I’ve got work to do.” Hartley walked to the other end of her office and paged through some schematics of the nacelles. “Yeah, we’re about forty percent done with the engine diagnostic. Wow, we really have quite the build-up of nadion particles on the nacelles.”

“Sounds like they need a good scrub.”

“In a manner of speaking, yes,” Hartley said. “But we’ll need to put in at a starbase to get a full barion sweep. We’re going to have to find another way to reduce that build-up out here in space.”

“Can you equip a runabout to do it?”

“Not enough power.”

“How about the Escort?”

“Maybe. I’ll have to run some simulations.”

Mirk nodded. “Well, it appears you have your work cut out for you today.” He set a jug he was carrying down on the table. “I brought you a Breen Stimulant Coolatta. Thought you might need a little eye opener.”

“That’s sweet, Mirk,” Hartley said, walking across her office and wrapping her arms around Mirk. “A girl couldn’t ask for a better husband.”

“I believe Ensign Stuart is available,” Mirk said with a grin as he kissed Hartley.

“Not my type. He doesn’t have any spots,” Hartley giggled, then glanced over her shoulder, out the window that overlooked engineering. “Damn it! Ensign Lexxin is using a variable attenuator on an asymmetric node! She’s going to blow out the whole relay system!”

“Oh, and I just remembered….I have to replicate new tablecloths for my bar,” Mirk said, and kissed Hartley once more on the cheek, then walked out of Hartley’s office.

“Lexxin, put that attenuator down before I cram it down your throat!” Hartley cried out as she charged out into engineering.

As Mirk walked off, he considered what a lucky man he really was.



Hartley sighed as she leaned over the master systems display, thunking a small padd against her head as she stared over the readouts. The nadion buildup wasn’t her only problem. She’d have to send teams throughout the nacelle, looking for breaches along the ODN conduits, shoring up the power converters. These nacelles were just overused and overworked. The Explorer was only five years old, but it had logged a lot of lightyears. She mentally kicked herself for not ordering a full barion sweep months ago, after they got back from the Gamma Quadrant.

She set the padd down before her and began to type up a duty roster for her engineering team to go through the nacelles. They’d have to pull double shifts, and they wouldn’t be happy about that, but then again Hartley had never really been known as much of a people pleaser-type boss.

Hartley was stirred from her work by the swish of gray slacks walking past her. She glanced up to see four grey-suited individuals wearing sunglasses (why sunglasses?) walking toward the warp core with what looked like private-sector tricorders.

“Can I help you?” she asked, standing up.

One of the grey-suits walked over to her and scanned her with his tri-corder. He studied the readings. “No. You can continue going about your business.”

“Can I ask what you’re doing in my engine room?”

“This is what we call a Red Zone. It has to be checked out before the President enters the area.”

“Ah, the Secret Section. The outfits should have been a dead giveaway,” Hartley said, snapping her fingers. “Maybe I was taken aback by the fact you guys actually talked for once.”

“Have you been working with any dangerous or radioactive substances this morning?” the grey-suit asked, bypassing Hartley’s comments.

“Just the usual,” Hartley said, draping her hands behind her back casually. “You know, good old antimatter.”

“Yes,” the man said. “Indeed.” He turned back to his men. “Is the sector secure?”

“Yes, Agent Anderson. Sector is secure.”

Anderson tapped a small pip on his wrist. Must be some kind of next-generation communicator. “Anderson to Gisele. You are clear to deliver the cake to the bakery.”

“Cake?” Hartley asked.

“Please return to your duties and do not speak unless spoken to.”

Hartley balled up her fist and brought it to bear as Anderson turned swiftly around and walked back to the warp core, taking more readings. She decided she’d better keep her comments to a minimum. After all, with all the attempts on Bradley Dillon’s life, they may be a little trigger happy.

Moments later, President Bradley Dillon, his assistant, Gisele, and two more Special Secret Section guards walked briskly into engineering.

“Commander Hartley,” Bradley said warmly, laying a hand on Hartley’s shoulder. “I trust your work is going well?”

“It’s a lot of work, but it’s going just fine, thanks,” Hartley said. “To what do I owe the honor of this visit from you and your legion of super heroes?”

Bradley chuckled quickly and dryly. “I need your assurances of a quick resolution to this problem.”

“I just told you, the work’s going fine.”

“Yes,” Bradley said. “But I need to know when the mission will resume.”

Hartley smiled. “When the engines are fixed.”

Gisele gently leaned in front of Bradley. “The President encourages you to work faster.”

Hartley smiled wider. “Tell the president I’m working as fast as I can, and to return to his office, before somebody makes another assassination attempt on him.”

“Was that a threat?” Anderson was behind her so quickly Hartley suspected he was using a personal transporter. Or else he had really soft shoes.

“No. Just a suggestion,” Hartley said without looking at Anderson. “Now then, I’m a very busy woman.”

Bradley didn’t seem rattled. He just side-stepped in front of Gisele, closer to Hartley. “Commander Hartley. I needn’t explain to you that this mission is of the utmost importance to the Federation. Its success is paramount.”

“Yes, well my engines are paramount to me, and right now I’m doing everything I can to fix them.”

“Then I will take your word on that,” Bradley said, and turned around and walked out, followed by his men. “Please keep me apprised of your progress,” he called over his shoulder.;

“I’ll send a memo!” Hartley said sweetly, waving, then turned around and punched her fist into the Master Systems Display. “Asshole!”



“But I don’t like getting dirty and sweaty. I wore my nice uniform today,” Ryan Stuart said as Hartley ushered him into the Jefferies access door in engineering.

“Get over it. You have a lot of nacelle to cover, and not a lot of time. Get moving.”

Hartley shoved Stuart, toolkit and all, into the Jefferies tube, just as Commander Chris Richards walked into engineering.

“Home sweet home!” he said cheerfully. “How goes it, Megan?”

Hartley’s shoulders hunched in annoyance as she turned around. “It would go a lot better if I wasn’t constantly being interrupted.”

“Whoa ho ho there, Megan. I’m not here to get in the way. I came down to help.”

“Help,” Hartley said flatly.

“Yeah. I was Chief Engineer, for, oh, four years or so.” Richards cracked his knuckles. “I think I can manage to knock around in that nacelle a bit. Clear out some of the cobwebs!”

“There are no cobwebs in my nacelles.”

“Well, look,” Richards said, patting Hartley on the shoulder. She felt her hackles raising up. Too many people were touching her today. “I know being Chief Engineer is a crummy job sometimes. You get blamed for everything. You get asked to work miracles. It’s beyond your ability, so you have to lie to make it sound like you ever get anything done.”

“No I don’t. Why, is that what you did?”

Richards swallowed hard. “Um…not at all. What would give you that idea? Look, do you want my help or not?”

Hartley thought about that. She shrugged. “Sure.” She walked over to the master display and grabbed a tool kit that was sitting there. She shoved it in Richards’s hands. “Go attenuate the ODN connectors along section 91-alpha.”

“Attenuation…wow…that can get kind of messy. All those charged particles.”

“Fine,” Hartley said, and grabbed the toolkit back.

“No,” Richards said. “You want me to do that, I’ll do it. I can get my hands dirty just like anyone else on this crew. I’ll show you I’m a hands-on type of leader.”

Hartley squinted at Richards. “This is because of something Vansen said to you, isn’t it?”

“No,” Richards said, and ducked into the nearby Jefferies tube hatch. “Well, maybe. See you around lunch time!”

“You don’t get a lunch time!” Hartley called after him as the door closed. She turned back to the master console, brushing her hands together. “Whew. Glad that’s over. Now I can get some real work done.”



About two hours had passed, and it was nearing lunchtime. Hartley considered going to Space Tastes. It was Casseroles of the Galaxy day, and she was dying to try the Ferengi Snail Shell Bake. But she’d told Richards that engineers don’t take lunch, and she didn’t want to seem like a hypocrite. Besides, she had a replicator in her office.

Hartley turned toward her office, just as she heard footsteps, and saw in the computer panel the reflection of Lt. Commander J’hana walking up behind her.

“J’hana,” Hartley said, without turning around. “What can I do for you?”

“It has come to my attention that you have made a threat on the life of President Dillon.”

Hartley bit her lip, slowly turning around. “It has, eh?”

J’hana folded her arms. “Yes.”

“Uh-huh. I wonder how that nasty rumor got started?”

“Perhaps when you told Agent Anderson, the Chief of the Special Secret Section, that President Dillon’s life would be in danger if he remained in Engineering.”

“Did I say that?” Hartley said, touching her chest, her mouth agape. “I don’t recall saying that.”

“The ship’s flight recorder contends that you did say that.”

“Uh-huh. And what would be the penalty if I did, um, say that?”

“Numerous,” J’hana said with a dry chortle. “Numerous and fantastic penalties. From imprisonment in the brig, to hefty fines, to a penal colony trip, psychoanalysis, counseling, interrogation…”

Hartley nodded. “Or…?”

“Or you could face me in honorable combat.”

Hartley walked toward the master systems display to continue her barion sweep simulations. “I don’t have time for this.”

J’hana gripped Hartley’s arm and spun her around. “This is not up for debate.”

Hartley squinted at J’hana. “You’re just bored, aren’t you?”

J’hana backed a few steps away, staring uncomfortably at the deck. “Perhaps…a bit.”

“Haven’t fired the old photons in a while, have you?”

“Not for some time. At least…not at any enemy ships.”

“Lust for combat got you down?”

J’hana nodded guiltily.

Hartley grimaced at J’hana. “Well, you couldn’t pick a worse time to…” She averted her eyes a moment, thinking. “You know…I’ve got a little pent up aggression of my own. Hell with it.” She suddenly whipped off her outer uniform jacket, exposing the tanktop beneath. She tossed the jacket onto the systems console and walked over to the open area at the entrance to engineering, where two corridors converged to meet up with the large compartment. “Let’s go. You and me. The boundaries are the two corridors leading to engineering. The first one of us across either entryway loses.”

J’hana grinned widly, yanking off her jacket with zeal and abandon. “You won’t regret this, Commander.”

“I already am,” Hartley said, crouching back into a fighting stance, lifting both her arms to the ready.

“On your signal,” J’hana said, crouching as well, arms bent, and at her sides, hands pointed, knifelike.

“Now!” Hartley shouted, and J’hana lunged at her. The engineer ducked, grabbed J’hana by the back of her tanktop and slammed her into the nearby bulkhead. The Andorian recovered instantly, as if she’d never been hit, and grabbed Hartley around the waist, lifting her off her feet and slamming her to the ground.

“Urk!” Hartley choked, as J’hana grabbed Hartley’s leg and bent it backwards. “You win nothing if you kill me!”

“My mistake,” J’hana said, swiftly grabbing Hartley by her ankles and swinging her bodily out of engineering and into the corridor beyond. “Victory J’hana,” she said, clenching her fists at her sides and bowing.

Hartley was trying to pull herself off the ground as Mirk walked up beside her. “Hey hon, I just thought you’d like some luuuu……ummmm….” He looked down at her. “Megan?”

“You could help me up,” Hartley muttered.

“Oh, right…” Mirk said, and set his covered tray down, gently lifting Hartley to her feet. “What the hell happened?”

“A massacre,” J’hana said with a laugh, and walked out of engineering, her uproarious laughter echoing off the bulkheads.

“Care to explain?” Mirk said.

“A little friendly sparring.”

Mirk looked at the breathless and red-faced Hartley, then back at J’hana, who strolled easily into the turbolift, then smiled as she turned around and ordered it to its next destination.

“Nice,” he said, and decided to leave it at that. “So I take it the repairs are going well?”

“I just got thrown out of my engine room by an Andorian. I was also yelled at by the President, and accused of trying to kill him. AND…Chris Richards came by and I had to talk to him.”

“Man. Sounds like you need a break.”

“I think J’hana already broke me.” Hartley rubbed her arm, looked at the tray. “What did you bring me?”

“Well, I was going to replicate something from the Club’s databanks. Then I remembered you wanted to try some of that Ferengi Shell Bake. So I went to Space Tastes and had Imhala make you a plate.”

Hartley smiled softly at Mirk, then leaned forward and kissed him hard on the mouth. “You are the best, Mirk. The absolute best.”

“Because I got you a shell casserole?”

Hartley shook her head as she grabbed the tray. “Because you went into your competition’s establishment and ordered the special. You put your pride on the line to get me what I want. It’s what all good husbands do.”

Mirk blinked. “Pride? I really didn’t see it that way. I like Janice. I don’t see her as competition.”

Hartley kissed Mirk on the cheek as she brought the tray into her office. “Mirk, I just gave you a million husband points. Take them. You’ll need them. They get subtracted far more often than they get added.”

“Duly noted. Anything else I can get you while I’m wandering around the ship?”

Hartley set the tray down on her desk as Mirk followed her into the office. “Nope. I think I’ll just eat and then get back to the engines. Why don’t you get back to work. You can’t spend the whole day waiting on me.”

Mirk smiled. “I own a night club, remember. We’re not open during the day.”

“Then go take a nap,” Hartley said. “You’ll need some energy tonight, when we both get off work. I’m going to be extra sweaty. Extra dirty.”

“Okeydoke,” Mirk said, and turned around.

“And….” Hartley said, rolling her eyes whimsically. “Just a little bit fruity.”

There was a little hop in Mirk’s step as he walked out of engineering, and although Hartley couldn’t see his face, she could tell he was smiling.



It only took Hartley a few minutes to finish the shell bake, and then she was back at work, plotting out a way to perform a jury-rigged barion sweep on the nacelles without putting in at a starbase…being that there were no starbases around.

As she’d eaten, she’d tapped up some plans on a padd, working from the design schematics of the Escort. Yes. With some minor modifications to the Escort’s phaser array, she’d be able to perform a barion sweep on the Explorer…at least a perfunctory one…and get them on their way again. That would at least delay the inevitable engine overhaul for a few months.

It was just a matter of swapping out the phaser batteries with barion emitters, which were kept on hand in one of the science labs. She made a mental note to talk to Tilleran about that. Then realized that the unltra-aware telepath had probably already detected that mental note, and was probably already making her way down to Engineering. That was something she always appreciated about Tilleran.

Hartley pulled together what tools she’d need from the drawer in her office, which, until she’d taken over, had contained Chris Richards’s art supplies. Hartley always wondered how that guy ever got any work done.

Once everything was packed into her toolkit, she headed out of engineering, then realized that the whole compartment was empty. Her people were all over the ship doing diagnostics and repairs on the nacelles and power flow systems.

“Megan!” a voice cried out from down the corridor, snapping her out of her thoughts.

Hartley glanced around the corner and tried desperately to contain her grimace as Captain Baxter walked up.

“Can we talk?” he asked.

Hartley set her toolkit down. “You have two minutes.”

“Ah, a ‘two minute warning,’” Baxter said, making air quotes. “I know it well.”

“A two minute what?”

Baxter shook his head. “Nothing. Doesn’t really pertain to why I’m here.”

“Why are you here? You didn’t hear what happened with me and J’hana, did you?”

“No…why…what did you…”

“It’s not about what I said to the President, then?”

“The President?” Baxter scratched his head. “What happ–”

“Good. And you’re not upset about me reassigning your First Officer?”

“You reassigned Chris? Where is that guy?”

Hartley shrugged. “That doesn’t really pertain to why you’re here.” Over the years, she’d really learned how to deal with Baxter. He wasn’t a bad guy once you learned how to talk to him.

“Good point,” Baxter said, instantly changing gears. He leaned back against the master console and folded his arms. “You mind if I share something personal with you, Megan?”

Egads, Hartley mumbled to herself. You’ve known me five years, and suddenly you want to confide in me? How’d I manage to avoid this for so long?

“Um….sure, I guess.”

“There’s something wrong with my wife.”

“Shouldn’t you be speaking to the ship’s couns…” Hartley stopped as soon as she’d begun. “Obviously, Kelly’s the ship’s counselor…”

“You can see my problem.”

“Well, why not talk to one of your friends about it?” Hartley sighed. He’d take that badly. “One of your, um, other friends?”

“Well, to be honest, Chris has been kind of spaced out ever since he proposed to Lieutenant Madera. And Janice…I don’t even want to go into that. She’s getting wierder and wierder.”

“Because she’s dating the president?”

Baxter blinked. “Does everyone know that? Is it true? Are they actually dating?” He straightened up, no longer comfortable. “I never heard that!”

“I think it’s all but official. I think the announcement will be in the ship’s newsletter any day now.”

“We have a newsletter?”

Whoops. Hartley quickly patted Baxter’s arm. Yeesh, now SHE was having to touch people. “Obviously you were really preoccupied when you came down here.” She swallowed hard. “I’m, um, here for you, Captain.”

Baxter smiled weakly. “That means a lot, Megan. So…about Kelly…”

Hartley nodded. “Trouble in lover’s paradise?”

“Well, she doesn’t really pay attention to me. She’s all absorbed in this book she’s writing. And she won’t even let me look at it. She goes to work, comes home, works on the book, then goes to bed, with only three or four words passing between us the entire time. I can’t seem to get through to her.”

Hartley nodded. “Sounds normal.”

Baxter looked at her as if she had three heads. “What do you mean normal?”

“Women reach a point in their lives when they need a dramatic change,” Hartley said. “I’m lucky. I changed from transporter chief to chief engineer. And believe, me, it couldn’t have come at a better time.”

Baxter thought about that. “Kelly got pregnant and gave birth. She made life. Isn’t that a big change?”

“Yes,” Hartley said, pointing at Baxter’s chest. “But that involved you. She needs something that’s all hers. Her whole life doesn’t have to revolve around you, ya know.”

“It doesn’t?” Baxter seemed taken aback.

“No, as a matter of fact, it doesn’t. She needs something that she feels she can call her own. Is that so hard to understand?”

“A little. But you think she’ll snap out of this?”

“It’s not a matter of snapping out of anything, Captain. Just let this run its course.”

Baxter scratched his head. “Run its course until it ends?”

Hartley laughed wildly. “It never ends.” She glanced over at a chronometer. “Damn, I have to get to the Escort. Say, would you mind hanging around and watching my engine room for me while I’m gone? Thanks!”

Baxter stared after Hartley as she dashed down the corridor. He leaned back against the master console and sighed. “Sure…no problem.”

Just then, Commander Chris Richards ducked out of the Jefferies tube. “Is she gone?”

“Yeah,” Baxter said. “What were you doing in there?”

“I’ve been waiting for her to leave for like twenty minutes. It’s past lunch time and I’m starving.”

“Then eat,” Baxter said simply.

“Hartley said engineers don’t take lunch.”

“You’re not an engineer. Let’s go grab a bite.”

“Good plan,” Richards said, following Baxter out of engineering. “What were you doing standing there, anyway?”

“Eh, nothing important.”



“Thank the Directors for peace and quiet,” Hartley said, as she sat, cross legged, in front of the port phaser relay junction aboard the Escort. Nobody had bothered her so far, and that didn’t surprise her, since the tiny scout ship was vacant.

It had taken her two hours to complete the barion swap-out on the starboard phaser emitter, so she was halfway done. Another few hours, and she’d be ready to launch the Escort and clean up her nacelles.

“Hey!” a voice said from behind her, startling her such that she did a little hop, smashing her head into the ODN conduit directly above her.

“Ow! Damn it!” she cried out, rubbing her head and looking behind her, to find Lt. Commander Ariel Tilleran leaning into the phaser maintenance hatch from the corridor outside.

“What are you doing here, Ariel?” Hartley asked, still rubbing her head.

“Don’t act like you’re glad to see me, or anything.”

Hartley sighed. “You should know by reading my thoughts I’m just fine with seeing you.”

“Um…yeah,” Tilleran said, then threw one leg, then the other, through the hatch, and crouched down, crawling over to where Hartley was sitting. “So, how’s the work coming?”

“I wish people would stop asking me that. I said it would take the better part of two days, and I wasn’t kidding.”

“Jeeze, don’t bite my head off,” Tilleran said, leaning back against the bulkhead and drawing her legs up. “I just came down to check and see how those barion emitters I gave you were working.”

“I’ll let you know as soon as I try them.”

Tilleran nodded, glancing around the cramped compartment. “I guess I also came down because I need someone to talk to.”

“There’s a lot of that going around lately.”

“Did you ever think there might be a reason for that?”

Hartley tucked a phase amplifier in her mouth and spoke through gritted teeth as she leaned under the long, cylindrical barion emmitter module. She pulled the amplifier out of her mouth and began fusing the connections between the emitter and the Escort’s power supply. “I don’t really think about it much.”

“You’re a good listener.”

Hartley almost bumped her head again, but restrained herself from leaning up as she continued fusing connections. “I am?”

“You cut to the chase. You don’t waste time with senseless babble.”

“Someone has to speak bluntly around here,” Hartley muttered, leaning up. “People’s feelings get hurt way too easily.”

“Why do you think that is?” Tilleran asked.

“Beats me. I suppose it’s because they’re all too sensitive. Just about everyone on this ship has been rejected by just about everyone else in the quadrant. That tends to put a person on edge, I guess.” She looked at Tilleran. “Besides, you’re probably a better judge of that than anyone else. Having the ability to read emotions, and all.”

Tilleran nodded, sucking her bottom lip and staring at her feet. “Yeah, about that…”

For some reason, that got Hartley’s attention. She turned to Tilleran, her attention completely on the Betazoid. “What about that?”

“I…think I’m losing my powers, Megan.”

“What…what makes you think like that?” Hartley asked.

“Because it’s getting harder and harder to read minds. Like you, I can barely tell you’re replaying the last time you and Mirk had intercourse in your head.”

“It was actually the third to last time. The last time wasn’t great.” Hartley shook her head, trying to get back to task. “Ariel…that’s serious. You need to go see Doctor Browning.”

“I…I’d rather not bring the whole ship into it. And if I went to her, everyone would eventually find out.”

“She does have a sort of big mouth.”

“You’re the only person I’ve told this to. I haven’t even talked to J’hana about it.”

“Wow,” Hartley said, putting down her tools and folding her hands in her laps. “I’m honored. But how long has this been going on?”

“It really got worse about three weeks ago. But the first time I noticed something wrong was months ago. When we went into battle with the Gorn.”

“The Gorn?”

“Remember how I couldn’t read the intentions of that ship commander?”

“Not really.”

“Well, I couldn’t. And I played it off like I just couldn’t read Gorn. But I’m supposed to be able to read Gorn. Damn it, I’m on the highest end of the telepathic spectrum. My abilities are comparable to Jalled, Troi, Deloge…”

“But not anymore, huh? You have any idea what could be causing this?”

“I’m the chief science officer, Megan,” Tilleran said, leaning her chin down on her knees and staring into space. “I’ve tried every kind of scan I can think of. I’ve scanned myself, I’ve scanned the ship, I’ve scanned all the space around us. There are no signs of any kind of phenomenon that could be affecting my telepathic abilities.”

“There has to be some explanation.”

“I think there is, but I don’t want to face that possibility.” Tilleran looked away. “I think I might just be…burning out.”

“Burning out?”

“Some Betazoids, especially the high-end ones, can lose their powers at an early age. It’s like the Betazoid equivalent of senility.”

“I’m sure that’s not happening, Ariel. I’m sure there’s a more reasonable explanation to this. Something more concrete. Something fixable.”

“That’s nice of you to say, Megan,” Tilleran said, scooting back to the maintenance hatch. “But telepaths aren’t like starship engines. Not all problems can be fixed.”

Hartley crawled toward Tilleran. “Well you can’t just give up! Maybe someone could…link with you. Try to get in there and figure out what’s going on.”

Tilleran shook her head. “There aren’t any other Betazoids on the Explorer. And I promised myself long ago that I’d never let a Vulcan in my mind.”

“Um…why?”

“I’d rather not get into it. No, the solution to this problem is going to have to wait until we get back from our mission to find the Bast.”

Hartley nodded as Tilleran slid out of the hatch. “Well, that doesn’t mean we’re going to give up on finding a way to restore your powers to full…power.”

“Listen, just forget we talked about this. Don’t tell anyone, not even Mirk.”

Hartley nodded. “Of course. You can count on me.”

“I knew I could. Look, I’ll let you get back to work. Maybe, if you have time, we can get a drink tonight.”

“Yeah,” Hartley said, and watched Tilleran go. She sighed. “And I thought I had problems.”



The news about Tilleran had distracted Hartley for a little while, but she’d always prided herself on the ability to shut out the world outside and focus on the task at hand, and this instance was no different. She pushed thoughts of Tilleran out of her mind and redoubled her efforts to get the barion sweep up and running.

The emitters were fully installed, and it was time to rig up the bridge interface and prepare the Escort for launch.

“Hartley to the Captain,” she said, slapping her combadge as she walked down the corridor to the Escort’s bridge.

“Baxter here,” the captain responded, sounding breathless.

“I didn’t interrupt anything…disgusting, did I?” Hartley said, rubbing her tired eyes.

“No, I was just playing a little one-on-one lacrosse with…” There was a brief pause, and hushed whispers. “What do you mean I can’t tell her I’m with you? Oh, grow up, Richards! You can do whatever you want!”

“I’m putting you on report, Richards!” Hartley grinned as she stepped onto the bridge. “Dereliction of duty. Not good for command types.”

“You can go ahead and report me to the First Officer, Hartley,” Richards said. “See how far that will get you!”

“Not at all,” Hartley said, slipping behind the ops console next to the command chair and bringing up the power controls. “I’ll report you to the Second Officer. That should get some results.”

“But!”

“Captain Baxter,” Hartley annouced. “Very shortly, I’m going to launch the Escort. And when I’m done, I believe the nacelles will be fit for warp travel once again.”

“I’m really glad to hear that, Hartley.”

“I thought you might be.”

“Let me know when you’re finished with the sweep. I’d like to hear the results.”

“Yes, there is one problem though,” Hartley said. She’d been dreading having to ask Baxter to do anything. But public relations was really not her area.

“What’s that?”

“Barion radiation is deadly to humans. The crew in the stardrive section are going to have to move into the saucer.”

“Will we have to separate the ship?”

“No. The radiation won’t spread far beyond the area surrounding the nacelles. It’s all just a precautionary measure. Don’t want any dead people littering the halls or anything.”

“Dead…?”

“Go ahead and start that evacuation, Captain. Thanks! Hartley out!”

“But…” And the channel closed.

Hartley happily tapped away at the operations controls, so engrossed in her work that she barely heard the turbolift doors open and close. She didn’t know there was anyone else on the ship until she felt a hand on her shoulder. Once again, she jumped a little, but this time was lucky not to bust her head.

“Whoa, sorry Commander,” Dr. Janice Browning said. “I didn’t mean to startle you.”

“Then announce yourself when you enter a room!”

“Janice Browning, requesting permission to come aboard!” Browning said with a giggle, putting her hand to her forehead in a salute.

“You’re already aboard,” Hartley sighed, swiveling in her chair to face the doctor. “What do you want?”

“President Dillon sent me to get some notes on what exactly you’re doing to the ship. He also wants…let me get this right.” Browning lifted a padd up and squinted as she read it. “He wants an estimated time of project completion.”

“Tell him my project completion is estimated at whenever I’m damn good and done with it!”

“Okay. I’ll have to dress that up a little, but whatever works for you works for me!” Browning said cheerily as she tapped at the padd.

“You’re really crazy about that Dillon guy, huh?” Hartley asked.

“The President?” Browning nodded. “He’s an excellent leader.”

“It’s more than that,” Hartley said offhand as she turned back to her station. “Admit it.”

Browning laughed lightly. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“You like him.”

“Of course I do. He’s my friend.”

“No. I mean you like him like him.”

“Like like?” Browning turned the command chair around and sat down in it. “Nah, I think it’s a little too early for that.”

“That’s not what the ship’s newsletter says.”

Browning’s nose crinkled. “We have a ship’s newsletter?”

“I really need to speak to their circulation department,” Hartley said thoughtfully.

“You really think I’m romantically interested in the President?” Browning said, nibbling on one of her fingernails. “I never really thought about it.”

“You’re lying,” Hartley said simply.

“Okay, of course I have. But I didn’t realize it was that obvious.”

Hartley nodded. “It is. Everybody sees the way you follow him around, the way you look at him. And, I’ll tell you another thing. I think he feels the same way.”

Browning leaned forward. “Really? How can you tell?”

“Because he’s acting oblivious. Guys always act oblivious when they really like you.”

“They do?”

Hartley nodded.

“You know, you’re right. Christopher has been oblivious ever since I’ve known him.”

“Good example!” Hartley said. “Now then, I’ve got to launch this ship. I suggest you go back to sickbay now and get ready to handle some radiation sickness. Just in case, you know, this doesn’t work the way it’s supposed to.”

Browning blinked. “Radiation sickness? Megan, are you sure this…whatever you’re doing, is safe?”

Hartley shrugged. “Reasonably.”

“Well, I trust you implicitly.” Browning put a hand on Hartley’s. “I know you won’t steer us wrong.”

“I’m glad you feel that way. Now, Doctor, if you please…” Hartley stood, and pointed toward the door.

“Of course, of course. And is there anything you’d like me to tell the President for you?” Browning said as she walked toward the door to the bridge.

“Yeah,” Hartley said. “Tell him you want to take him out to dinner.”

Browning smiled as she ducked out of the bridge. Hartley, meanwhile, sat down at the helm console, and cracked her knuckles, then opened a comline. “Escort to bridge. Request clearance to depart for exterior ship maintenance. Bring us to full stop and keep us at stationkeeping until I’m finished with the barion sweep.”

“Escort, this is J’hana. You are cleared to depart. Thrusters at station keeping.”

“Thanks, J’hana.”

“Sweep with honor, Commander,” J’hana said, and closed the channel.

Hartley brought the Escort’s engines online and prepared to release the magnetic clamps that kept the ship latched to the Explorer. It had been a while since she’d piloted anything bigger than a runabout, but Hartley figured those skills would just come back naturally.



J’hana shifted uneasily in the command chair as the Explorer shook almost imperceptibly. Her antennae twitched. Something had brushed up against the ship.

“Tactical report,” she said, turning to face Ensign Keefler, who stood at her station.

“The Escort just…bumped into us.”

“Open a channel.”

“Escort. This is Hartley,” the engineer replied.

“Commander, you’re kindly asked to refrain from crashing into the ship.”

“Oh. You noticed that? Sorry about that. Don’t worry, it was nothing more than a scrape.”

“Please be careful,” J’hana said. “I wouldn’t want anything to happen to that sweet little package of power.”

“The Escort will be fine, J’hana.”

“I was not talking about the Escort. J’hana out.”



After suppressing the gag reflex brought about by J’hana’s comment, Hartley brought the barion emitters online and maneuvered the Escort around to the back of the Explorer, targeting the nacelles with the twin barion emitters mounted to either wing of the little scout ship.

She tapped a control on the helm, opening another channel to the Explorer. “Hartley to Baxter.”

“Baxter here.”

“What’s the status on the evacuation?”

“The what? Oh, man. I knew I’d forgotten to do something.”

Hartley rolled her eyes. “Captain!”

There was a pause on the other end of the comline, then a chorus of giggles from both Baxter and Richards. “Just kidding!” Baxter said. “We were just having some fun with you, Commander.”

“Yes, lots of fun,” Hartley said. “About the evacuation…”

“Everybody’s in the saucer now, Commander. You can begin your sweep at any time.”

“The corridors are a little cramped, Megan,” Richards’s voice broke in. “But we assured everyone the sweep would only take a couple hours.”

“Yeah,” Hartley said under her breath. “A couple or six.”

“What’s that?” Baxter asked.

“Nothing! I’ll let you know when I’m finished with the sweep. Hartley out!”



Six hours later, Lt. Commander Hartley walked onto the Explorer’s bridge, feeling bone tired and filthy from almost two full days of repairs. She wanted to curl up in bed and sleep for at least 12 hours, uninterrupted. No, scratch that, she wanted to get back in the tub and soak for a while first, and try to wash the stink of the last two days off her. It wouldn’t be easy.

“Lieutenant Commander Hartley,” Captain Baxter said, sitting in the command chair, not bothering to turn around to face Hartley as she walked up beside him. “Nice of you to join us.”

“Yeah, I told you it’d be a while.”

“It took a long while,” Baxter said. “And the corridor outside my quarters was packed with people from the science labs and service decks. And of course, Kelly was in her office, and I was overseeing the evacuation of the stardrive section, and Chaka’kan had left to check on his petunias, and in that short instant, do you know what happen?”

“I have a pretty good idea.”

“Steffie peed and pooped all over her bed. All over her mattress, her blankie, and her Ambassador Spock squeaky doll.”

“You poor thing,” Hartley mumbled, limping up to the engineering/environment console and bringing up a schematic of the engines. “Well, would you like us to get underway, or not?”

“Yes, Commander, that would be an excellent idea,” Bradley Dillon said, stepping off the turbolift, followed by Lt. Commander Vansen, Agent Anderson, and his assistant, Gisele. “Did my invitation to this auspicious occasion get lost in intraship transit?”

“It’s still at the printer,” Hartley mumbled. “Have a seat, Mister President. Prepare for nice, smooth, reliable warp travel.”

“It’s about time,” Vansen snapped, and sat down in her seat beside Baxter. Richards sat on the other side, his arms folded.

“Just be sure the inertial dampers are set properly,” he said. “I don’t want half the crew tossing their cookies.”

“Did someone say cookies?” Dr. Janice Browning said, stepping out of the foreward turbolift, ham sandwich in hand. “What’s up, guys? Is this barge moving, or what?”

“Doctor,” Bradley Dillon said, gesturing for Browning to stand beside him. “I hope you enjoyed our lunch earlier today.”

“It was…fabulous,” Browning said, stuffing the rest of the sandwich in her mouth and chewing. “Mrmph, but I was a little hungry afterward.”

Bradley nodded. “You have an impressive appetite.”

“Yeah, what’s he know about her appetite,” Richards rumbled. That drew an irked glance from Madera, who was seated at helm.

“Let’s get on with it,” Baxter said, shifting in his chair. “Commander Hartley, if you will.”

“Firing up the engines, Captain,” Hartley said, tapping the proper sequence into her panel. “Injector pre-start sequence engaged. Warp plasma at optimal levels. Nacelles online. Matter/Anti-matter intermix is stable.”

“Resume our course to the outer rim, Lieutenant Madera,” Baxter said. “Warp six.”

“Course laid in,” Madera said, still glaring at Richards, who just shrugged in return.

“This is exciting,” Browning said, taking Bradley’s arm.

Baxter glanced at Hartley, who nodded back. “She’s all yours, Captain.”

“Lieutenant…” He pointed at the viewscreen. “Engage.”

Madera pressed a control, and the stars lept out on the viewscreen….then went right back to the way they were, as a dreadful cranking sound chortled throughout the ship.

“We are losing main power!” J’hana called out, sharing an uneasy glance with Tilleran. “Reduced to moderate sensors, minimal life support, and emergency lighting!”

Baxter whirled in his chair. “What the HELL was that?”

Hartley’s hands scrambled across the engineering console. “I don’t understand. Everything was five by five. We should be at warp right now. Except….damn it! There’s a spike in the phase converters. Someone forgot to resync them!”

“That someone wouldn’t be you, by any chance, would it?” Vansen growled.

“Tell me something!” Baxter shouted amid the red alert wails and flashing lights as the ship rocked.

“How about ‘breach’?” Hartley asked, leaping around her console and dashing for the Jefferies hatch at the center of the bridge. “If you don’t mind, I’ll just go stop the ship from exploding now.”

“How long do we have?” Baxter called after her as she disappeared down the hatch, free-sliding down the ladder.

“Four or five minutes!” Hartley called back.

Baxter nodded, taking that information in. “Uhm…do you need anyone to go with…”

“NO!”



Hartley ran along the Jefferies tube that ran the length of the saucer section. She hadn’t even bothered trying the turbolifts. By the time her people got them up and running again, the Explorer would be ashes.

She felt a sharp pain in her side as she lept EPS conduits and side- stepped bulkheads, ducking and running like a football player in drills. She hadn’t run this hard or this fast since her gymnastics days, and even then, she at least got punch and cookies afterwards.

“Three minutes to warp core breach…” the computer sounded calmly.

“Now she tells me!” Hartley groaned.

Then, the all-call sounded and Hartley heard the words she most feared: “All hands, this is your captain speaking.”

“Oh, no,” she said breathlessly.

“I just thought I’d inform you,” Baxter went on, “that the ship is a few minutes from a warp core breach. Don’t try to escape–you don’t have the time. No, the precious little time you have left would be much better spent in quiet reflection. Have you done everything you’ve wanted with your life? Are you truly happy? If the answer to either of these questions is ‘no,’ then maybe you need to take a good, long, hard look at…”

“Computer, deactivate comm system, authorization Hartley Sigma Two-Two-Three.”

Baxter’s voice was silenced with an electronic squeak.

There. If she didn’t manage to save the ship, at least she made the crew’s last few minutes peaceful.

As Hartley lept onto the ladder that lead straight down the “neck” of the Explorer and into Engineering, she considered the last few weeks, and the fact that recently, a turbolift shaft had exploded, then the entire deflector system nearly overloaded, and that would have surely swallowed up most of the stardrive. Now the ship was headed for a breach. Why did these things keep happening? It was enough to give an engineer grey hair. She twirled a few loose strands from her ponytail as she climbed down the dimly lit vertical tube. Could she be going grey already?

Hartley emerged, gasping, from the hatch in engineering, as her people, led by Lexxin and Stuart, marshaled about the compartment, desperately punching at controls and trying to prevent the warp engine from exploding.

“People!” she shouted, too winded to whistle. “You’ve done all you can. Get out of here!”

“But…” Stuart said, watching as Hartley strode toward the warp engine.

“You heard me!” she barked, waving her people out of the warp core compartment. “Get out of here! Computer! Engine room evacuation sequence!”

The large “garage door” that separated the warp core chamber from the rest of engineering slowly began its fall, as sirens sounded throughout Engineering.

“But you need our help!”

“I don’t need any help,” Hartley said, shoving her shirtsleeves up, even as sweat trickled into her eyes. “I need some damn peace and quiet!”

“But–”

“No buts. Go!”

Stuart shrugged and waved the other engineers out as the door nearly reached the ground. Just before he ducked under it, he called out: “Commander! Remind me to ask you about that promotion sometime!”

“I’ll get right on that, Ryan,” Hartley muttered, as Stuart slipped under the door, and she was sealed inside the warp core.

“One minute to warp core breach,” the computer announced.

“Whew,” Hartley said, wiping he forehead as she walked over to the large shelf filled with blinking lights and interconnecting tubes that housed the dual phase converters. “And I thought I was cutting it close.”

She looked around the empty warp core chamber, sighing heavily. “Wow. Finally some peace and quiet. Is this really what it’s come to, computer? The ship needs to be headed for a warp core breach for me to get some peace and quiet so I can get some work done?”

“Thirty seconds to warp core breach.”

“Right, right,” Hartley chuckled. “Back to business.” She lifted the phase converter hatch and wildly shifted the levers inside, moving more quickly than a human being should move, but working through each stage of the task with an air of utter calm about her.

“Warp core breach in three, two…”

“There!” she said, flipping the last lever. “That should about do it.” She looked around, just as lights flickered on all around her, and the isolation door to the warp core chamber opened automatically.

She put her hands on her hips, glancing about with pride. “Not too shabby.” She walked out of engineering, passing her huddled team in the corridor–all of whom seemed convinced they were about to die. “Don’t just sit there, guys. You have a lot of clean-up to do. I’m taking tomorrow off. Don’t call me unless the ship is about to explode again.”

“But what’s the likelihood of that happening?” Lexxin asked, as Ensign Stuart pulled himself to his feet.

“Pretty good, actually,” he admitted.



Captain’s Log,

Supplemental. Apparently, the ship isn’t going to blow up. Instead, we’ve resumed our search for the Bast, which is now taking us dreadfully close to the Galactic Rim and whatever fun lies beyond. Let it be entered into the ship’s records that Lieutenant Commander Hartley performed above and beyond the call of duty in rescuing the ship from certain annihilation, even though I’m told she’s also the reason the warp core breach started in the first place. Oh well. These things always seem to have a way of working themselves out.



Lt. Commander Hartley had taken her requisite bubble bath. She was actually glad Mirk had just gone out to open the Constellation Club for the night. She wanted some time to herself. Too many people had bugged her in the last couple days, and Hartley wasn’t that keen on social interaction to begin with.

But, as Hartley dried off and pulled on her Starfleet Corps of Engineers sweatpants and t-shirt, she realized there was one more person she had to talk to.

Hartley didn’t like making mistakes. But when she made them, she took responsibility for them. But this situation was different. She’d faced an inordinate amount of distraction while she worked on the engines. And she came to the unshakable conclusion that one person in particular was the cause.

She punched the door call button, not really concerned that she was standing out in the middle of the corridor in her sweats and t-shirt.

After a few moments’ wait, Hartley was about to stab the button again, but the door opened of its own accord.

Counselor Kelly Peterman stood there, dark shadows under her eyes, her uniform jacket open and sagging at her sides, and a cup of coffee in her hand. She looked at Hartley, sort of glazed. “Yeah?”

“We’ve got to talk, Kelly.”

“Can it wait, I’m sort of…”

“In the middle of something? Too bad,” Hartley said, as she shouldered her way into the Counselor’s office. “Awfully late for you to be seeing patients, isn’t it, Kelly?”

“I’m not seeing patients,” Peterman said, backing toward her desk as Hartley walked in and looked around. Fritz the cat was sitting on Peterman’s desk, and when Hartley came in, the cat backed up a little bit, its hackles rising.

“Yeah, I’m looking at you,” Hartley told the cat, who promptly skirted off the desk. “Yeah, you better run!”

“What do you want?” Peterman said, sounding a hard “T” at the end of each word.

“To tell you it’s time to pull out of whatever funk you’re in. The people on this ship need you.”

“I’m not in a funk. I’m…well, Andy’s probably told you. I’m working on a book.”

’That’s all well and good, but you’re derelict in your duty to the rest of this crew. They’re fragile, emotional people, Kelly, and you know that.” She stepped up toward Peterman. “They’re not strong…like us. They need constant reassurance, constant petting. You should know something about that.”

Peterman folded her arms, leaning back against her desk. “Well, maybe I’m not in the mood to pet right now.”

“Get in the mood,” Hartley said.

“You don’t understand,” Peterman began, resting her hands on her desk

Hartley glared at her. “Don’t understand what it’s like to hate your job? I ran the length of the ship in two minutes and stopped a warp core breach today. And you think obsessive compulsives are bad?”

“I just need some…time,” Peterman said, pulling her hair back and running her fingers through it. “Some time to get my thoughts in order. The book is helping me do that.”

Hartley nodded. “So you’re making progress.”

“You could say that. And there are no other counselors on the ship, so I have to find some way to handle my own problems. This seemed like the best way.”

“Have you tried talking to your husband? They’re good for stuff like that.”

“Ha,” Peterman said, walking around to sit down behind her desk. “Married for a few months, and she thinks she knows all she needs to know about husbands.”

“I didn’t say that.”

“I’m not going to burden Andy with my problems. It’s healthier to get them out this way. And maybe, by doing that, I can help other people too. Ever think about that?”

Hartley leaned onto Peterman’s desk. “Well, then, it sounds like you have all the answers. Mind if I take a look?” She made a grab for Peterman’s desktop terminal, but the counselor quickly switched it off.

“No! The book’s not ready!”

Hartley leaned back, looking Peterman in the eyes. “Fine, Kelly. I did my best. The whole crew came to me with their problems, and I barely cared. I cared enough to come to you, though. But you don’t seem to want help. Good luck with the book,” Hartley said, and walked out.

Peterman stared down at the blank terminal screen as the doors to her office closed, and Fritz lept into her lap.

“Thanks,” she said softly.



THE END.



NEXT:



Is something wrong with Lt. Commander Tilleran’s telepathy? And, if so, is it a nice little “we’re passing through a strange part of space” problems, or is there something more seriously wrong going on here? Tilleran is bound to find out, and her revelation might just be shocking. Warner Books asks you not to reveal the ending of this story.




Penny for Your Thoughts



The Explorer was a cacophony.

Day to day, the thoughts and feelings of her crew were a constant musical serenade in the mind of Lieutenant Commander Ariel Tilleran, the ship’s Betazoid chief science officer.

Until recently.

Now that cacophony had been reduced to a dull murmur, barely audible amidst Tilleran’s own thoughts, which were drifting steadily toward an inevitable conclusion.

She was losing her telepathic powers.

For six months she’d felt the strength of her abilities ebb away. Once among the elite telepaths of Betazed, Tilleran now had to concentrate with all her heart and mind just to pick up on an errant thought. And, oftentimes, even the most strong and clear thoughts, the ones that had become so commonplace to her when her strength was at its peak, were lost to her.

Such was the case as Commander Chris Richards stood in front of her console, arms folded, as Crossar Six spun lazily on the Explorer viewscreen.

“Commander Tilleran. You with us?”

Tilleran blinked and looked at Richards. “Hmm. What?”

“Are you with us? The away team?”

“The away team? Yes, of course,” Tilleran said, standing up from her L-shaped console and stepping out from behind it.

Captain Andy Baxter and Lt. Commander Nell Vansen stood at the center of the bridge, beside the command chairs, watching Tilleran as she moved toward the turbolift with the others.

“Be careful down there, guys,” Baxter said. “We’ll be ready to beam you up at the first sign of trouble.”

“Yes,” Vansen said. “Try not to get killed, if you can manage!”

J’hana walked up beside Tilleran at the doorway to the turbolift, as Richards pressed the call button. She peered with concern at her Betazoid companion. “Imzadi, are you well?”

Tilleran nodded absently, and lied. “Of course I am! Let’s get this away team on the road. We’ve got planets to see.”

“We have dignitaries to see, Commander. Questions must be answered regarding the Bast,” Federation President Bradley Dillon said, trotting up to join the away team as they walked into the opening turbolift. Two Special Secret Section guards, including their leader, Agent Anderson, brought up the rear as the team piled into the lift.

“And if they don’t answer our questions, Tilleran here will feel them out. Isn’t that right, Ariel?” Richards said with a smile.

“Uh-huh,” the Betazoid said, turning to face the wall of the turbolift as the doors closed.



“Why the long face, hon?” Transporter Chief Lindsay Morgan asked with a sweet southern smirk as the away team mounted the transporter padd.

Tilleran collected her tricorder from the equipment bay and holstered her phaser. “Hmm? Me? Oh, I’m just fine. I think you’re…just…imagining things.”

“Oh yeah?” Morgan asked. “What am I imagining?”

“Things,” Tilleran said flatly, and went up to the turbolift.

“Imzadi, we must talk, at your earliest convenience,” J’hana said from behind Tilleran.

“Sure,” Tilleran said absently, as Richards gave the order to energize.



Crossar Six, it seemed, was home to a large, interstellar race that rarely communicated with the inhabitants of the Milky Way’s core star systems. The planet was one huge, overpopulated city. Skyscraping buildings rose up all round Tilleran as she moved along one of the side streets toward the Hegemoniacal Palace, where the away team was scheduled to meet the planet’s Prime Hegemoner, Arpheus.

All manner of personal and multi-person transports buzzed overhead, carrying Crossarian citizens to and fro.

These rising steel buildings were a little intimidating to Tilleran. She imagined they were full of hundreds of thousands of Crossarians, and she should have been able to pinpoint the thoughts of them all. It would have even been a little overwhelming, but in a good way. It would have been a rush, a blast. But as it was, it was just a low hum.

“Getting anything, Tilleran?” Richards asked as he studied the area with his own tricorder.

“Nothing interesting,” she replied flatly.

“Sure about that?” J’hana asked, pointing ahead of them.

From behind one of those spiraling silver buildings emerged a troop of a dozen or so heavily armed Crossarians, encased in shiny black armor, their shiny burgundy-colored skin sheening in between the heavy plates. They all aimed long, slim, black rifles at the team.

Agent Anderson was already aiming his phaser at them. J’hana glared at him and growled low and in her throat. “Need you be reminded that I am in charge of security concerns?”

“I am in charge of the President,” Anderson said in measured tones. “The rest of this away team is irrelevant, including me.”

“I’ll remember that, when I personally lug your broken body back into the ship’s morgue.”

“You do that,” Anderson said, and turned back to face the troops.

“Gentlemen!” Richards said, holstering his tricorder and making no move for his phaser. “I am Commander Christopher Richards from the Starship Explorer. I come in peace. The Prime Hegemoner is expecting us.”

There was silence in the alley for several moments.

“Tilleran,” Richards said between clenched teeth. “Are you getting anything from them?”

“Difficult to say. This…species is hard to read.” Tilleran wished she had explained herself, her condition, earlier, before she was put in a situation where her lie by omission would put crewmates at risk, but her ego had won out. She didn’t want anyone knowing about what was happening to her, and until recently, when she’d told Hartley, no one had known about it. But now, that might all be moot, as the away team could very well be gunned down this instant. And she could have prevented it all, had her abilities been intact.

“Commander Richards,” one of the Crossarians said from inside his helmet. “We welcome you to Crossar. Instruct your team to follow us to the Hegemoniacal Palace. We are to be your escort.”

“Any reason we need an escort?” Richards asked, waving the team forward.

“No. We just thought it would be nice.”

Bradley Dillon stepped forward, easing past Richards even as Anderson followed closely behind. “Mister….troop leader,” Bradley said, addressing the Briganian who’d spoken to the away team. “I am very eager to speak with the Hegemoner.”

“And he, too, is eager to speak with you,” the troop leader said as Bradley walked with them, and the whole group proceeded up a long, winding path toward what seemed to be the largest building in town, an almost circular structure, made of interconnecting loops of metal, rising, it seemed, right into the clouds.

“I have a bad feeling about this, Imzadi,” J’hana said, resting her hand on Tilleran’s arm as the group moved up to the palace entrance.

“Oh? Why’s that?”

“Something is telling me that these people aren’t being totally forthright with us. You getting anything?”

“Not right now,” Tilleran said quickly. “But I’ll let you know if anything changes.”



“Ladies and gentleman of the Explorer,” the troop leader, who was called Colonel Gradion, said, as the team entered a grand receiving room, with what seemed to be wide, circular door in the center of the floor. “I present to you, Arpheus, the Prime Hegemoner of Crossar.”

With a metallic whir, the door in the floor irised open, and a slim, long-fingered figure rose up from within, by means of some kind of elevator. He was mauve-colored, wearing a jumpsuit that seemed to be made up of interconnecting bands of jewel-encrusted metal.

“Federation President Dillon,” Arpheus said in a reverberating voice that seemed to come from everywhere at once, as Bradley moved forward to shake his long-fingered hand. “We of Crossar are proud to welcome you to our planet to discuss contact between our people and those of your….United Federation.”

“Of Planets,” Richards said helpfully from behind Bradley.

“Thank you,” Bradley said with pursed lips, then turned back to Arpheus. “Prime Hegemoner, it gives me great pleasure to open diplomatic communication with your species. My sources have told me many grand tales of your civilization, and I wish to share in the wealth of knowledge that can benefit both our peoples, for many, many years to come.”

“Agreed,” Arpheus said simply, his sparkling blue eyes taking in Bradley and the rest of the away team. “We will all benefit from this meeting.”

Agent Anderson’s fingers played idly across the holstered handle of his phaser.

J’hana’s antennae twitched ever so slightly.

And Tilleran just squinted at Arpheus, concentrating the full measure of her dwindling powers on this planetary leader, trying desperately to find something, anything, to help her crewmates. Instead, all she got was….static.

“There’s also another matter. Such a small, insignificant thing. I hesitate to even bring it up,” Bradley said, draping his hands behind his back.

Arpheus studied Bradley with those sparkling eyes, and smiled broadly, inviting, it seemed, any quesetion Bradley had on his mind. “Please…” he said softly.

“There’s a race, called the Bast. Perhaps you’ve heard of them?” Tilleran had to give it to Bradley. He had an excellent poker face.

The Hegemoner’s eyes widened, then narrowed. “The Bast?” He put up a barely existent eyebrow. “Yes. We are aware of that race.”

“Then you know where we may find them?”

“That’s a very different question, Mister President. You cannot find a species which is in many places at once.”

“Yes, we’ve heard they’re nomadic. They haven’t been able to find a home planet for centuries.” Bradley leaned forward, expectantly. “But maybe you know where we can find one of their vessels?”

“We know much of the Bast’s whereabouts,” Arpheus said, nodding. “Unfortunately, we cannot tell you anything about them.”

“Something’s wrong,” J’hana said, so quietly only Tilleran could hear her.

“Yes,” Tilleran said. “I know. But I can’t figure out what.”

“Figure it quickly,” J’hana said, gripping the handle of her phaser.

“There must be some misunderstanding,” Bradley said. “I came here because I was told you knew all about the Bast.”

“We do,” Arpheus said. “But we are not here to tell you where they are. We’re here to give you a warning.”

Suddenly, the palace rumbled, vibrating at the feet of the away team.

“GO HOME! YOU DO NOT WANT TO FIND THE BAST!” Arpheus shouted, causing Bradley to stumble backward slightly.

Tilleran whipped out her tricorder and flipped it open, tapping at it and taking readings as the building surrounding them seemed to vibrate. “I’m getting massive EM readings. Damn it, what’s…”

“They absorbed us, and they’ll absorb you too! Leave before they find you!” Arpheus shrieked, grabbing Bradley and shaking him by the shoulders. That was all that Anderson needed. He stepped forward, his phaser out, and blasted the Hegemoner.

“You fool!” J’hana called out, shoving Anderson’s arm down, a split second too late. His phaser clattered to the ground, but not before a beam slammed into Arpheus’ chest.

And went right through.

“That’s it!” Tilleran said. “That’s why I didn’t get anything! Because the civilization on Crossar doesn’t exist. At least not anymore.”

Richards turned to face her, as the palace around them seemed to flicker in and out of existence, crackling with visible golden lightening bolts of static. “You mean…”

“This is all one giant holographic simulation.”

“You’ve been warned. Have a nice day!” Arpheus called out, as he, along with the image of all the Briganian troops in the room faded away, and the building itself winked away. In a shower of coruscating light, the entire city suddenly disintegrated around the away team, until they were standing in the middle of a large, open, grassy field. The sun, in an open and blue sky, beat down on them as they looked around the vast, and empty, landscape.

“It appears,” J’hana sneered at Bradley, “That your sources were somewhat mistaken about Crossar.”

“Yeah,” Richards said, looking at Tilleran. “It appears so.”



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 56765.4. The away team has returned from Crossar Six, after coming to the conclusion that no species actually lives on Crossar Six, or at least hasn’t for a very long time. Now we have that all straightened out, I’ve convened a meeting to determine just what the hell is going on with my science officer.



“Okay, let’s get right to the point,” Captain Baxter said, leaning on the front of the conference room table, as his senior staff, and President Dillon, gathered around him. “What the hell happened down there?”

“The Crossar civilization doesn’t exist,” Richards said, turning toward Tilleran. “At least not anymore.”

Tilleran picked up a padd and paged through it. “Yes. Um…about that. I had the exogeography lab do a study on the planet. They contend that no civilization has lived there for over three hundred years.”

“Three HUNDRED years?” Baxter asked, then looked to Bradley Dillon. “Then how is it your informants told you they’d be here now?”

“They were mistaken,” Bradley said, and looked at Tilleran.

“I guess they were,” Baxter said, and also looked at Tilleran.

There was a big question hovering in the air, and nobody seemed willing to broach the subject.

Well, nobody but Vansen.

“Commander Tilleran,” Vansen said, turning in her chair toward the science officer. “Do you care to explain how you could mistake forty billion holograms for real people?”

“You obviously don’t know anything about Betazoids,” J’hana said standoffishly. “They cannot read all races. Tilleran probably deduced the same about the Crossarians. Is that not right, Imzadi?”

“No,” Tilleran said softly. “That’s not right. I didn’t realize the Crossarians weren’t real because I’ve been slowly losing my telepathic abilities. I can barely tell what any of you are thinking anymore.” She looked at Vansen. “And yet it’s perfectly clear to me that you’re a humongous bitch.”

“All right, all right,” Baxter said, raising his hands. “Nothing will be gained by infighting.”

“I disagree,” Vansen said. “Lieutenant Commander Tilleran put the away team in danger. She should at least be taken off-duty until the extent of her misdoings is apparent.”

“Misdoings?” Richards asked. “Last I checked, it wasn’t a prerequisite for your science officer to be telepathic.”

“It’s always been a nice bonus, though,” Baxter said thoughtfully.

“I’m not concerned about Tilleran’s lack of telepathy,” Vansen said, steepling her fingers. “I’m concerned about her lying. The last time she lied to us, she turned out to be a changeling.”

“That was hardly her fault,” J’hana spat, leaning in front of Tilleran and pointing at Vansen. “And you would do well to choose your words carefully, Vansen. I haven’t killed anyone in six months.”

“Is that a threat?” Vansen asked.

“It is whatever you make of it, you honorless be’atch.”

“Enough!” Tilleran said, shoving out of her chair. “None of you have to decide to take me off duty. I’m taking myself off duty. You all can find someone else to help you find the Bast. All I’m going to do is get you killed!”

And with that, the normally sedate Betazoid marched out of the conference room.

Moments of silence followed, interrupted only by wry chuckling from Vansen.

“It was only a matter of time before one of our crew’s missteps cost us dearly. We should be glad that holographic system didn’t include an assassination program.”

“I don’t think there ever was any risk of that,” Dr. Browning said, sitting next to Bradley. She touched his arm. “Let’s just be thankful everyone’s safe.’

“Somebody needs to go talk to Tilleran,” Baxter said.

“Somebody like a counselor?” Richards offered.

Baxter stared down at the table. “She’s…busy. You know, Chaka’kan can’t watch Steffie all the time. Sometimes one of us had to.”

“So you’re saying your wife is too busy to talk to a troubled crewmember?” President Dillon asked.

“Yes!” Baxter snapped. He looked toward where J’hana was sitting. “Lieutenant, go talk to–” But she was already gone.



“Four Betazoid Brain Blasters, in rapid succession, and one puke pail, Mister Mirk,” Lt. Commander Tilleran said, folding her arms on the table and leaning her chin on them.

Mirk walked over to Tilleran, rubbing the glass bartop, all around the circumference of Tilleran’s folded arms. “Isn’t it a little early for all that?”

“No.”

“It’s fifteen hundred.”

“You’re open.”

“Yes, but I usually only serve Bringloidi Bloody Marys around this time.”

“Make an exception.”

“Aren’t you on duty?”

“Not anymore.”

Mirk nodded. “Care to explain?”

Tilleran looked up at Mirk. “Do you know what it’s like to lose the only abilities you have that make you special?”

“Yes.”

“Of course you don’t. Nobody can know.” Tilleran stared down at the gleaming bar, and her blurry reflection in it. “Nobody can.”

“I just told you, I know what that’s like.”

“You can’t. Not unless you had powers that…” She looked up, grinned weakly. “Oh yeah. Those powers. But you’ve got them back now. You should be glad of that.”

“Yes, glad,” Mirk said quickly, dusting a random spot on the bar with his towel. “But back to your problems. What is this about losing powers?”

“I can’t read minds. At least not well.” She looked up at Mirk. “Like all I can tell from you now is that your stomach itches.”

“Yeah, I have a little bit of a rash…” Mirk lifted up his shirt.

“But don’t you see!” Tilleran said, lifting her head up. “I used to be able to know the thoughts of everyone on this ship. I could pinpoint a crewmember’s specific thoughts from thirty decks away. I could broadcast my thoughts into anyone’s mind I want…although I rarely did that because it always left me horny.”

“Poor thing,” Mirk said. “Do you have any idea why your powers are…weakened?”

“Not a clue, only that it seemed to start when we started on this providence-forsaken mission.”

“Seems like more than just a coincidence if you ask me,” Mirk said.

“But I should have told someone. I’ve been having problems with my telepathy for more than six months. But I never talked to anyone about it because I was ashamed. And I didn’t want to worry anyone needlessly.”

Mirk nodded. “But those aren’t the real reasons you never talked to anyone.”

“What? Yes they are.”

“Didn’t you just say something to me about ‘the only abilities that make you special.’”

Tilleran frowned. “Something like that.”

“I think that’s where your problem lies. You didn’t want people to know you’re losing your telepathy, because you thought that was all that you were good for.” Mirk leaned his hands on the bar, leaning in close to Tilleran. “There is a lot more to you than your telepathy, Tilleran.”

“No, there isn’t. My telepathy is what I contribute to this crew. It’s what I’m good at. J’hana fights, Counselor Peterman counsels. Hartley fixes things. Doctor Browning eats…”

“And all I do is serve drinks?” Mirk asked pointedly.

“What? No. You do more than that. You talk to people, like you’re doing now. You’re the next best thing to a counselor.”

“Oh, so you mean I’m good at more than just the one thing?”

Tilleran narrowed her eyes. “Yes.”

“So maybe the same can be said about you.”

She shook her head. “I’m the science officer. It’s what the nerds at Starfleet Academy do. Spock, Dax, Ephraphany. None of them had lives.”

“Oh, I think some of them did,” Mirk said with a small smile. “Anyway, the point is, you’re not just a science officer, and you’re not just a telepath. You’re intelligent, and witty, and cool under fire. You’ve taken command when you’ve had to and done a great job with that. And you’re Megan’s best friend on the ship. I honestly don’t know what she’d do without you.”

“Really?” Tilleran asked.

“Yes,” Mirk said. “And from what J’hana tells me, you’re also an excellent…” He fumbled with his hands a few moment. “Partner.”

Tilleran smiled slightly. “Thanks, Mirk. All those things are nice, but when it comes down to it, I kept something from my crewmates, and I endangered the away team, and the Federation President. My career in Starfleet is over.” She sunk her head back onto the bar top.

“It is as long as you think like that. You don’t think Captain Baxter will fight for you?” Mirk turned away, to take the order of another crewman walking up to the bar. He looked back at her. “Then again, if you’re not willing to fight for yourself, why should he bother?”

Tilleran got up and backed away from the bar, and nearly ran face- first into J’hana. “J’hana!” she exclaimed. “Don’t scare me like that. I hate it when you sneak up with no warn–”

The Andorian said nothing, simply sweep-kicked Tilleran at the ankles, taking her legs swiftly out from under her. The Betazoid fell hard to the deck on her elbows, and stared pragmatically up at the Andorian.

“I’m in no mood for flirting, J’hana.”

“This is not flirtation. This is serious business. Commander Vansen wants you stripped of your rank.”

“She can have it.”

J’hana reached, without looking, toward the bar, and grabbed a bottle of 2305 Vulcan Schnapps and smashed it against the bar, causing a spray of purple liquid to go everywhere. She then took the dripping, pointy half of the bottle still remaining and fell to a squat beside Tilleran, aiming it over her neck. “You will fight for your job, or I will fight you to the death.”

“That’s what I like to see,” Mirk said. “Couples working out their differences constructively. Damn shame about that Shnapps, though.

“Put it on my tab!” J’hana barked.

“Done!” And Mirk disappeared to assist another table elsewhere in the club.

“So…what do you say?” J’hana said hoarsely.

“This really means a lot to you, doesn’t it?” Tilleran said, scooting up to a sitting position.

J’hana let the broken bottle fall to the floor. “Indeed it does.” She stood up and looked at Tilleran. “Will you fight, or will you cower like a child, in a sick, drunken stupor?”

“I’m not sure if that’s a good analogy, but I think I’ll go with option number one,” Tilleran said, pulling herself up to her feet by the bar rail.

“Four Betazoid Brain Blasters,” Mirk said suddenly, hopping up from behind the bar with four frothing glasses of putrid-smelling grey-green liquid.

“I think I’ll pass,” Tilleran said, and walked out of the Club, with J’hana in her wake.

“I thought you would,” Mirk said with a smile.



“Ah, good. Lieutenant Commander Tilleran. Just thumbprint here and turn in you uniform, and your sidearm, and we can send you on your way. Take a shuttle, if you like!” Lt. Commander Vansen said cheerily as Tilleran and J’hana stepped out of the aft turbolift.

“What’s your problem, Commander?” Tilleran asked archly as Vansen approached her. “I know you hate some people on this ship, but I’ve never done anything to you.”

“You picked through my brain without permission. And you took the last asiago cheese bagel at yesterday’s morning meeting. In my book, that’s just about enough.”

“Uh-huh. Well, I don’t like you either,” Tilleran said. “Oh, and you’d better get that mole you’ve been worrying about looked at, Vansen. You never know what it might be.” Tilleran patted Vansen on the shoulder as she walked up to the readyroom.

“Commander! I insist you complete this paperwork, or I will put you on report,” Vansen snapped.

“There are lots of places I’d rather put my thumb,” Tilleran said with a smile as she pressed the call button on Baxter’s door.

“Come,” the Captain’s voice said.

“Sir,” she said, stepping in. As the doors closed behind her, she could hear J’hana chuckling at a fuming Vansen.

Baxter looked up from his desktop terminal. Commander Richards was sitting on the couch near his desk. Both looked at her, small grins on their faces.

“That was quick,” Richards said. “You didn’t even give us time to find a replacement science officer.”

“I could tell she wouldn’t go through with it,” Baxter said. “She didn’t even pull her combadge off in anger and slam it down.”

“I noticed that!”

“This isn’t a joke!” Tilleran said. “I really was going to quit.”

Baxter folded his hands on his desk. “But you’re not anymore?”

“No.” She sat down next to Richards on the couch. “I’m not.”

“Do you want to tell us what happened down there now?” Baxter asked. He stood up and walked around his desk, then leaned back on it. “Anything would be helpful.”

“There’s nothing to say,” she said. “I just didn’t sense anything. But I figured that was because I haven’t been so good at picking up on thoughts lately.”

“Define ‘lately,’” said Richards.

“Since we started looking for the Bast.”

Baxter and Richards looked at each other.

“Thoughts?” Richards asked as Baxter worked his jaw thoughtfully.

“No. I’ve got a poppyseed stuck in my teeth. If only someone hadn’t taken the last asiago bagel yesterday.”

“Hey, let’s have one accusation at a time, here,” Tilleran said defensively.

“Right,” Baxter said. “So you think your loss of telepathy may have something to do with our search for the Bast.”

“I didn’t say that, but it’s certainly a possibility.”

“It’s one I’d like to look into. Go pore over our flight logs. See if you can find anything out of the ordinary. The whole nine yards–every level of scanning you have. Put your whole staff on it if you have to.”

Tilleran nodded, then stood. “I’ll look into it, Captain, but I can’t say I’m too optimistic. Telepathy has little measurable spatial frequency. It’s not something you can pick up on with the ship’s sensors.”

“Then when you’re done with the logs, go down and see Janice,” Richards said. “Let her do a full workup on you.”

“Full?” Tilleran gulped.

Baxter nodded. “Full. We’re going to find out what’s happening, Commander. We’ll get your head straight again.”

Tilleran walked toward the door, then turned around, looked back at Richards and Baxter. “Aren’t you guys upset that I didn’t come to you with this sooner?”

“We’re concerned,” Baxter said. “But we know, if you kept it from us, you had your reasons. That’s good enough for us.”

“The important thing is, we find out what’s causing this, and get your abilities back,” Richards said. “And who knows? This whole mystery might lead us right to the Bast.”

“Right,” Tilleran said, and slipped out of the readyroom.

Once they were alone, Baxter walked over and sat down beside Richards.

“I can’t believe she didn’t tell us,” he said.

“Yeah, really. What’s up with that?”



“Mind if I join in?” Lt. Commander Megan Hartley asked, leaning against Tilleran’s console as she pored through the sensor logs of the Explorer’s search for the Bast.

“If that’s a telepathy joke, it’s not a very good one,” Tilleran said, intent on her panel as she scrolled through teraquads of sensor information.

“I’m just concerned, is all. What have you got?” Hartley read the information over Tilleran’s shoulder. Even though the Betazoid’s telepathic abilities were severely limited, Tilleran smirked slightly at the realization that Hartley didn’t understand much of what she was seeing. But maybe it was the furrowed brow Tilleran saw out of the corner of her eye that tipped her off.

“Nothing conclusive on any of the scanning cycles,” Tilleran said. “Not that I thought I’d find anything. Telepathic energy doesn’t exactly show up on the ususal scanning bands.”

“It should,” Hartley said helpfully.

“Yeah,” Tilleran said. She leaned back and rubbed her eyes. “I guess I’m just going through the motions at this point. I’m putting off a visit to the doctor.”

“Doctor Browning’s going to check you out, huh?” Hartley said. “I guess it was going to come to that eventually.”

“Captain Baxter would have preferred sooner to later.”

“I’m sure he would’ve, Ariel, but the point is you came forward, and that’s what counts.”

“Hopefully I’m not too late.”

Hartley arched her eyebrow. “Too late for what?”

The maze of sensor data continued to track across Tilleran’s screen. “To stop whatever it is that’s having this effect on me.”

“I thought you figured it was just Betazoid puberty.”

“More like Betazoid hysterical blindness, but I’m becoming more and more certain that it’s no coincidence that my telepathy problems came up about the same time we started looking for the Bast.”

“Do you think they’re really capable of pulling something like that off? Blocking your telepathy?”

“If they are, they’re more advanced than any species we’ve seen to date. To blot out almost all of my telepathic abilities, from a long, long distance…it would take inconceivable technology.”

“Maybe it’s not such a long distance,” Hartley said thoughtfully.



“It’s time to take you for walkies!” Counselor Peterman exclaimed, carrying Fritz the cat out of her office and locking the door behind her.

“Kelly! Wait up!” a voice called from behind her as she walked down the corridor toward the turbolift. She didn’t slow down.

“Yes, baby. It’s walkies time. Walk walk walkies!”

“Kelly!”

Suddenly a hand clamped down on Peterman’s shoulder. Fritz, as if by instinct, lept out of her arms and clamped down on the face of the owner of that hand.

One Captain Andy Baxter.

“ARRRGHHHHHHHHH!” Baxter cried out, dropping to his knees as Fritz clawed his face.

“Honey, look what you’ve gone and done. You’ve upset him!” Peterman chided.

“I’m….so….sorry…” Baxter squeaked, peeling Fritz off his face and pushing him onto the ground. He looked up at Peterman, fresh, red scratch marks all over his cheeks. “Why…are you… walking…the cat?”

“Because he has to pee, silly,” Peterman said, gingerly scooping Fritz back up. “There now. Good boy.”

Baxter struggled to his feet. “But cats…they don’t walk. I mean…in the peeing sense. Look at him, he’s not walking now. You’re carrying him.”

“I’m going to put him down when we get to the arboretum.”

“But…cats…isn’t that what the litterbox is for?”

“Maybe for some cats. But not my Fritzy.”

“Honey,” Baxter said, jogging after Peterman, who made no attempt to wait for him to catch up. “You have been acting very strange lately. I need you to talk to me.”

“About what?” she asked lightly, pushing a stray strand of hair out of her face.

“About yourself!”

“That’s a boring subject,” Peterman yawned. “Want to talk about something else? Like Charlie? Poor Charlie…poor, poor Charlie.”

“That’s more like it,” Baxter said. “Tell me what’s bothering you. You’re still grieving over him?”

“Cheer up, Charlie,” Peterman said distantly. “Wherever you are. You know it’s a better place.”

“You know exactly where he is,” Baxter whispered. “Cargo bay eleven.”

“Of course. In body, he is. But not in mind. Not in soul. Not in spirit. Those things, Andy, they can’t be contained.” Peterman stepped into the turbolift. “Don’t try to contain them.” She touched her index finger to her lips, then pressed it to Baxter’s, and stepped back a pace. “Don’t ever try to contain them.”

Baxter stared, agape, at Peterman, as the doors swung shut, cutting him off from her.

“Thanks for chatting,” he said quietly.



“Mind if I…mmphh…eat while we do this?” Dr. Browning asked as she munched on a large, juicy cob of yellow corn.

“Since you’re already eating, I guess not,” Tilleran said, feeling a little chilly in her blue Sickbay gown. She glanced around at the medtechs who walked back and forth with their sample containers and medical implements. Two other patients laid in wait on biobeds on the other side of the room. Tilleran watched Browning run a scanner over her as she held the buttery cob in the other. Little drops of butter dripped down her wrist.

Tilleran concentrated on Browning. The Doctor was always so serene. Her thoughts were always pure, simple; uncomplicated.

But now there was very little, if anything.

“Sorry if I seem distracted today, Commander,” Browning said idly, as she moved to the other side of Tilleran with the scanning wand. “I’m a little preoccupied. I’m thinking of asking the President to be my…steady guy.”

“I’m…sure there’s a better word for that, Doctor.”

“Eh, words are so unimportant to me. It’s the…”

Tilleran glanced over her shoulder at Browning. “What?”

“Nothing.”

“You were about to say ‘It’s the thought that counts.’”

“No, I wasn’t.” Browning looked up at the biobed readouts. “Commander! Would you look at that? Your neurotransmitter levels are off the charts. And not in a good way. I mean they’re barely detectable. And your psilosynene levels in particular are…they’re…hold on, I got some butter on my chin.”

“Let me see that,” Tilleran said, turning back toward the biobed readout screen. She studied the readings. “This can’t be. These levels…they’re lower than even a Betazoid child’s would be. They’re lower than Deanna Troi’s!”

“Is that bad?”

“It’s awful! I’m operating at one-tenth strength! The chemicals that govern telepathy…I’m almost out of them!” Tilleran slipped off the biobed. “We need to replicate some psilosynene. Stat!”

“Now, now, Commander,” Browning said, gently pushing Tilleran back onto the bed. “We’ve just begun to run tests on you. I’m not injecting anything into you until we figure out where those neurotransmitters went.”

“But…”

“No buts. Now, speaking of, I want you to bend over. I need to gather some samples.”

Tilleran glanced around Sickbay. “Right here, in the middle of Sickbay?”

Browning nodded. “Drop your shorts, Ariel.” She patted her sensor wand against her chin thoughtfully. “Oh. Wait a minute. I already made you take those off.”

Tilleran sighed and slid off the bed, undoing the ties on the back of her gown. “You know, this place could really use some privacy curtains.”

“Nonsense,” Browning said. “We’re all professionals here. Hey…what a cute little tushy! Do you do squat thrusts?”

Tilleran sighed.



Tilleran left Sickbay a couple hours later feeling…somewhat violated. She briefly wondered if this is what the people she routinely mind-read felt like. Briefly.

“Imzadi, I wish to know everything,” Lt. J’hana said, picking up step beside Tilleran.

“What’s there to know?” Tilleran said. “Doctor Browning detected unusually low neurotransmitter levels and squeezed my buttocks.”

“One thing at a time, Ari,” J’hana said. “What did she do about the neurotransmitters?”

“She replicated more and injected them into me.”

“So you are better?”

“Not at all,” Tilleran sighed. “The neurotransmitters went away almost as soon as they were injected into me.”

“Went away? Went where?”

“Doctor Browning doesn’t know. She’s going to run some more tests. But it appears someone or some…thing…doesn’t want me to be a telepath.”

“So we are now characterizing this as a criminal investigation,” J’hana said, a cruel smile spreading across her face. “I am heartened to hear that.”

“That’s nice of you to say, J’hana, but I don’t think there’s anything you can do to help.”

“I beg to differ. If there is an entity on this ship responsible for your weakened condition, I will destroy it.”

“It may not be that simple.”

J’hana pushed up her shirtsleeves. “I will make it simple.”



“Mom, you’re a shizzoty!”

“I don’t know what you just called me, but it better have been complimentary,” Dr. Browning said as she finished clipping on her earrings and studied herself in the mirror. It wasn’t often she dressed up, and she was always pleased with the results. This evening, she wore a Briggs Original knee-length, v-cut, dark blue dancing dress. It was backless, front-enhancing, and had lace trim lining either side, running from shoulder to seam.

“Oh, it’s a compliment all right,” Plato said, trotting after Browning as she walked out of her bedroom and into the living room. “I heard Gilly Jenson call Miss Cornbrat that.”

“Miss Cornbrat is pretty shizzot,” Browning said thoughtfully. Becky Cornbrat was the third grade teacher. She was young, just months out of Federation University’s Ishikawa School for Teaching. Plato was attending third grade now, even though he was closer to sixth or seventh grade in mentality. He was growing up so quickly, the Explorer was running out of classes for him to participate in. Pretty soon, she’d probably have to start home schooling him. Of course, when she would find time for that was anyone’s guess.

“So why are you all dressed up?” Plato asked, as Browning rifled through her desk drawer for a hand mirror. She wanted to check her hair one last time.

“I’m going out with Mister Dillon.”

“President Dillon?”

“I don’t believe I have romantic intentions with any other Dillon.” Browning thought quickly back to the few rare times she’d met Commander Travis Dillon, and decided that was a complete certainty.

Hmmm. What would their kids looked like if they got married?

Doctor Janice Browning-Dillon. Sounded a little snotty, but she could live with that.

She smiled, then realized suddenly that she was thinking way too far ahead. First, she’d ask him out. Then see where it led after that. That’s all she wanted to do. Figure out where this was going.



“Where are you going with this, Commander?” Captain Baxter said from the command chair, as Tilleran stood in front of him, blocking his view of the Siarti Three meteor storm on the viewscreen. He’d just come up to the bridge for some sightseeing, since they weren’t due to pass by any other interesting stellar phenomena for another week or two. He had to take this chance to look at something vaguely entertaining while it was available.

“J’hana and I think there’s some force on this ship responsible for my loss of telepathy.”

“A force connected to the Bast?” Baxter asked.

“It would make a certain amount of sense,” J’hana said. She, too, was blocking the viewscreen.

“Maybe it would, but until we have proof to back up that claim…”

“You can forget about turning this ship around. Dillon will never do it,” Lt. Commander Vansen said, leaning on the railing surrounding the command chairs.

“How long have you been standing there, Commander?” Baxter asked, turning in his chair.

“Long enough to know you’d better tread very carefully with this…‘investigation.’”

“Maybe if you’d lost your ability to be bitchy you’d understand my urgent need to put an end to this, Vansen,” Tilleran snapped.

“Touche,” Vansen said, walking around to the front of the bridge. “In point of fact, I’d like nothing better than to go back to the Alpha Quadrant before-ASAP. But I don’t think President Dillon is going to willingly give up on his mission to find the Bast.”

“One of my crew is being severely affected by this ‘quest’ of his,” Baxter rumbled. “And I’m starting to get very tired of driving through unexplored space on hints and hunches. At some point, we have to give up and go back.” He looked at Tilleran. “Maybe then Tilleran’s problems will resolve themselves.”

“I’d rather find the Bast myself and ask them why the hell they’re doing this to my Imzadi,” J’hana said. “Perhaps extract a little comeuppance while I am at it.”

“I have a bad feeling that we’re going to be on the receiving end of any comeuppance that’s being dished out around here,” Baxter said. “But the fact remains, we can’t go looking forever. At some point, we’ve got to acknowledge that there are no more big breaks coming in this case…”

Just then, a beep sounded at Lt. Madera’s helm console. She looked down at it, then turned back to Baxter. “Captain. We’ve got a contact bearing zero-one-zero mark one-four-eight. It’s a ship. A big one.”

“J’hana,” Baxter said calmly, as Vansen and Tilleran moved toward the science station. J’hana ran and lept over her tactical console, running sensor sweeps.

“Vessel configuration matches no known ship in our databases,” J’hana said, then looked again. “Correction. It matches the footprint left behind on Vespa.Three.”

“It’s Bast,” Vansen said quickly.

“Good bet,” Baxter said, looking to J’hana.

“It’s on the edge of sensor range, but I can already tell the ship is powerless. It’s dead in space.”

“We may have found the Bast, Captain,” Vansen said. “But we may have found them a tad too late.”

“We’ll see about that,” Baxter said, looking to Madera. “Lieutenant, set course to intercept that ship, Warp Nine. Engage!”



“This is a wonderful place,” Bradley Dillon said, as serene violin music poured over him and Janice Browning and he looked at her across the perfectly dressed table, in the dim light of the Gilded Tribble. “But I can’t believe you actually wanted us to patronize your competition.”

“The Tribble is a little fancier,” Browning said, popping another roasted artichoke heart into her mouth. “Besides, eating in Space Tastes is a little too much like being at work.”

“And the Constellation Cafe has some…unpleasant associations.”

“I’m sorry you pulled your hamstring last night when we were doing the Lambada. Mirk assures me that never usually happens.”

“Good thing I had a doctor nearby,” Bradley said with a smile, as Browning reached across the table and took his hand. He barely realized she’d done it, but suddenly there it was. They were holding hands.

“Bradley, I think we need to talk.”

Bradley stared at her, momentarily dazed. “Talk, you say?” For all the world, he maintained his composure. But in his mind–that was another story. “About what, my dear?”

“About where we’re going.”

“We’re going to find the Bast,” Bradley said simply.

Browning giggled. “That’s not what I meant, silly. I meant…where you and I are going.”

“Of course you meant that. Well, I would say we are going to be great friends.”

“Friends?” Browning asked, then grinned. “Do you see anything else in our future?”

Bradley squeezed her hands. Where was she three years ago? Before his life got so much more complicated. “It’s…hard to tell, Doctor.”

“I’ve told you before. You can call me Janice. Or whatever other names might come to mind. Girlfriend, perhaps…” she said softly, then leaned forward, kissing Bradley square on the lips.

“Baxter to Dillon. You’re needed on the bridge.”

Bradley pulled away from Browning’s kiss suddenly and looked toward the ceiling. “What is it?”

“We’ve located a Bast ship. It appears dead in space. We’ll be there a few minutes.”

“Do nothing, Captain, until I arrive. Dillon out.” Bradley stood, straightened his dinner jacket, and looked down at Browning. “Doctor, that was a superb meal.”

“But we just had appetizers…” Browning said slowly.

“And I will have to take a rain check on the rest.” He glanced at the waiter, snapping his fingers as he stood and headed for the door. “Sebastian! Give Doctor Browning anything she wants, and put it on my tab.”

The moustacioed waiter gulped, tugging nervously at his collar as he approached Browning. He knew her only by reputation, but that was enough to make President Dillon’s words sting with the heat of a thousand suns.

“What would madame like to have?”

“I don’t know,” Browning sighed, and leaned her head down on the table.



When Bradley reached the corridor outside Ship’s Shoppes, he glanced around to make sure he was alone. He had a few precious seconds before the Special Secret Section guards that were watching him from the promenade overlook came out to escort him to the bridge.

Bradley leaned back against a bulkhead and rubbed his face. “Keep it together, Bradley. Visualize the goal. You have to get there. You can’t let anything stop you. Nothing. No matter how…sweet…it is.”

Just as the double doors to Ship’s Shoppes opened up to reveal Agent Anderson and his men, Bradley had leaned back up, adjusted his tie, and groomed his hair perfectly into place.

“Gentlemen,” he said, gesturing for Anderson and his men to lead the way to the turbolift.



Richards was rubbing sleep out of his eyes when he walked out onto the bridge. He saw Baxter, Vansen, and Bradley Dillon standing in front of the command chairs, and the other senior staff at their stations– including, he noticed, Tilleran at sciences.

“Mister Richards, you will form an away team to go to that ship immediately,” Bradley said, looking back at him.

“What ship?” he asked, then looked at the viewscreen.

It was huge. Without a point of comparison, it was hard to visualize how big, but it was definitely big.

Saucer-shaped, smooth, featureless and coppertoned. It was vast.

“Oh. That ship,” Richards said quietly.

“Vessel is one hundred kilometers in diameter,” Tilleran reported. “Contains at least six hundred decks. But I’m not sure it’s all divided into decks. It appears there’s a lot of open space inside.”

“What’s wrong, Tilleran?” Vansen asked. “You’ve lost your scientific sense as well?”

“Not at all, Vansen,” Tilleran shot back. “I’m just saying, we don’t know what this vessel’s original condition was.”

“You could have simply said that.”

“You could simply bite me.”

“Ladies,” Baxter said. “The President just ordered up an away team. Let’s give him one, pronto.”

“J’hana, Tilleran,” Richards said, pointing to the two officers, then heading to the foreward turbolift.

“No,” Bradley said, touching Richards’s arm as he walked by. “Tilleran will stay here.”

“She’s the chief science officer,” Baxter said between gritted teeth.

“She’s a risk. We’ll take Commander Hartley. This mission requires engineering skills far more than scientific skills, anyway. We need to determine why that ship is dead in space.”

“And we probably need medical information on any bodies we might find in there,” Baxter siad. “Doctor Browning, report to Transporter Room Two.”

“You…really feel that’s necessary?” Bradley asked as Richards and J’hana filed into the turbolift, and the Secret Section agents followed.

“You’re serious about finding these guys, aren’t you? You’re going to need forensic help.”

“You are correct, Captain,” Bradley said tightly. “Please also page Commander Hartley to the transporter room.”

“Whatever you say.” Baxter watched as the turbolift doors closed. J’hana’s gaze never left Tilleran. He turned toward the Betazoid, and shrugged. “I’m sorry, Tilleran. Maybe it’s best if you work on this mystery from here.”

“Maybe it is,” Tilleran said, then walked toward the opposite turbolift, at the back of the bridge. “I’d better get belowdecks and run some checks on the lateral sensors.”

Baxter nodded. “Don’t be too long.”

“Am I wrong, or did President Dillon just tell you that you were right about something?” Vansen asked as Baxter sat back down in his command chair.

“I didn’t notice.”



“Stay tight, people,” Commander Richards said, switching on his palm beacon as soon as he and the others materialized in the cavernous corridors of the starship. It was premature to say it was a Bast ship. Nobody knew that for sure yet, and nobody was eager to venture even a guess at this point.

“It smells like death in here,” Janice Browning said, pulling out her medical tricorder and scanning. She’d quickly changed from her dress to her Starfleet uniform. “Wait a minute. Cancel that. It just smells old.”

“Your tricorder can pick up the smell of ‘oldness’?” Hartley asked with interest as she followed behind Browning.

“Well, oldness particulates, actually,” Browning said, then wrinkled her nose. “But yeah, kinda I guess.”

“Interesting.”

“Find me a computer console we can tap into,” Bradley ordered.

“Tilleran would have been good at doing that,” J’hana said, withdrawing her phaser, out of habit more than anything else.

“No lifesigns anywhere,” Browning said, still looking at her tricorder. “I’ll let you know when.”

Richards fell back to walk next to Browning, still panning his palm beacon around the coppery smooth walls of the corridor. “You sound awful professional today, Janice. Anything going on?”

“Should I tell Tilleran somebody found her lost telepathy skills? Or did you become telepathic on your own?” Browning asked wryly, not taking her eyes off her tricorder.

“No, Janice. I just know you. I know when something’s going on. Something’s going on.”

Bradley Dillon cleared his throat. “Let’s keep our focus on the mission.”

“Yes,” Browning said, looking at the back of Bradley’s head. “Let’s.”



“So she’s not talking to me,” Captain Baxter said, staring at the ship on the viewscreen as it just hung there, doing nothing, while his two best friends scoured it for evidence of the Bast. “She’s talking to me, but it’s just smalltalk. Crazy smalltalk. I don’t even understand half the things she’s saying.”

“I don’t understand half the things you say. Does that make you crazy too?” Lt. Commander Vansen asked idly as she sat next to Baxter.

“You’re not listening.”

“Exactly. You just got that?”

Baxter rapped his fingers on the arm of the command chair. “It wasn’t easy opening up to you, Vansen. The least you could do is meet me halfway. Try to act as if you care about my life.”

“I’m not a very good actor,” she said, studying a padd.

“Damn it, I’m running out of people on this ship to talk to.”

“You can chat with me,” Lt. Madera said, turning around in her chair. “I know all about marital troubles. You know, what with the engagement and all. Have you seen my ring yet?”

“A thousand times,” Baxter said. “Face the viewscreen and keep your eyes on your panel, Lieutenant.”

“Fine,” Madera snapped, then spun back around to face the viewscreen.

Lt. Howard Sefelt turned around and opened his mouth, but Baxter silenced him with a glare.

“That goes double for you, mister!”

Vansen glanced over at the console by her chair. “Captain, it’s been fifteen minutes. Tilleran should be finished with that diagnostic on the lateral sensor array now.”

“You’re probably right,” Baxter said. “Baxter to Tilleran. You’re needed on the bridge. We have a possibly-Bast ship in front of us and don’t want to be caught with our pants…and our science officer…down.”

“Understood, Captain. I’m almost finished here. Just need a few more minutes.”

“Make it quick, Commander.” Baxter looked back at Vansen. “So…know anything about marital troubles?”

“I’m divorced, remember?”

“Oh. Yeah. Right.”



“Well, I’ve surveyed this entire section,” Hartley said, closing her tricorder and approaching a platform where the rest of the away team was sitting, still going over sensor data from their tricorders. The platform, it seemed, was in a crook in the corridor, and possibly was a lounge area, according to Browning’s xeno-leisure-studies training.

“What did you find?” Bradley asked, standing up. A cluster of palm beacons shined at the ceiling, casting a glowy pall over the away team.

“No computer consoles I could even remotely interface with. What I did find out, though, is that this ship should be perfectly functional. There’s no sign of damage. There’s just no power going through any conduit.”

“Cause?” Richards asked.

“You’ve got me,” Hartley said. “If I understood the underlying technology a little better, maybe I could tell you. But it took me half an hour just to figure out what constituted a power conduit.”

“You could learn a lot from studying this ship, couldn’t you,” J’hana asked.

“Given enough time, we could redesign the Starfleet,” Hartley said.

“Did you find any particularly…interesting…technologies?” Bradley asked idly.

“Nothing beyond power and propulsion,” Hartley said. “Then again, anything beyond that may be so advanced I can’t even pick it up on my tricorder.”

“So, in a sense, we’ve found a whole lot of nothing,” Richards said, leaning forward onto his knees. “And that means we’ve learned nothing about the Bast.”

“I wouldn’t say that, Commander,” Bradley said. “I think we’ve learned a great deal about the Bast.”

“Like what?”

“Like the fact that there are no bodies–anywhere.”

“Yeah,” Browning said, sitting down beside Bradley. “Generally, on a dead ship you find dead people.”

“Maybe the crew escaped.”

“And didn’t take their ship with them?” Richards asked. “Why would they just abandoned a perfectly good ship.”

“Who’s to say they abandoned it?” Browning asked.

“You have a distinct point,” Bradley said softly.

Then, suddenly, lights trilled on throughout the corridor.



“Power levels on the ship just went through the roof,” Ensign Keefler announced from tactical.

Baxter rose from his command chair. “Get our people off that ship. Now!”

“Hold on,” Keefler replied. “The amount of energy output over there is playing havoc with the transporter sensors.”

“Permission to cower, Captain!” Sefelt called out from ops.

“Not yet, Lieutenant, but I’ll tell you when,” Baxter replied.

“Transporters energizing,” Keefler said. He looked up from his controls. “We got them, sir!”

Baxter looked at the helm. “Madera…get us out of here! Maximum warp!”

“Somebody find Tilleran,” Vansen snapped.



She should have thought of this sooner.

Tilleran had one vast resource she hadn’t yet tapped into: The ship’s database had the writings and knowledge of one of the greatest telepathic minds on Betazed stored in it.

Lwaxana Troi.

And, as Tilleran paged through the hundreds of articles Lwaxana had written (or, in some cases, had ghost-written for her), she came across one title that was of particular interest:



“SO, SOMEBODY IS BLOCKING YOUR TELEPATHY.

NOW WHAT ARE YOU GOING TO DO ABOUT IT?”



Lwaxana’s article included a powerful meditation that guaranteed any telepath worth her telepathic salt would find the source of the telepathic block, no matter how well-hidden it was. It was all a question of concentration and purity of purpose. Tilleran had both.

She sat there, crosslegged, on the floor in her quarters, eyes closed. It was simple. She just had to focus. Take that last scrap of telepathy she had and focus it on finding who or what was blocking her. It was a simple matter, really. Simple. Simmmmmmmmmmmmmmm….

And, like a switch being turned on, Tilleran’s eyes went wide and open. She glided to her feet and walked out of her quarters, feeling pulled, like a weight on the end of a fishing line, toward….

Well, she really didn’t know what.



“Captain, I demand you explain yourself immediately!” Bradley Dillon said, standing on the quarterdeck of the bridge, arms folded, his guards surrounding him.

“I think it’s pretty self-explanatory. That ship came to life, you guys were in danger, I pulled you out. What’s so confusing about that?”

“We were there,” Bradley said, walking around to face Baxter, his composure, for the first time, showing cracks. “We were on the Bast ship. I know it. I felt it, as the power was coming on. We had a one in a million opportunity to observe them and ask all the questions I’ve–we’ve–come to ask them, and you pulled us out of there.”

“We didn’t detect any lifesigns,” Hartley told Baxter. “There’s no evidence anyone but us was on that ship at the time.”

“Take us back toward that ship at maximum warp,” Bradley snapped, turning toward Madera. She looked at Baxter. “Don’t look at him for confirmation. I gave you an order!”

“Understood,” Madera said with a small voice, and engaged the engines.

“Hey. Don’t talk to my fiancee like that,” Richards said angrily. “I can understand that you’re mad about losing contact with the Bast, but it’s no big deal. They were just there a minute ago, I’m sure we can…”

“Um….Chris…” Baxter said quietly, as the rest of the bridge crew stared at the viewscreen.

“These are the exact coordinates,” Madera said slowly.

“No readings. Not for light years in either direction,” J’hana said cooly from tactical, which she’d retaken from Keefler.

Bradley stared at the empty space on the viewscreen. “I…don’t believe it.”

“You’d rather I’d left you there? Let them take you, and Janice, and everybody…who knows where?”

“Yes!” Bradley snapped, marching back to the aft turbolift. “That’s exactly what I wanted you to do.”

His guards followed him in, and Browning jogged up to join him.

“Bradley, wait up!” she called.

“Not now, Janice. There is far more at stake here than your feelings. I’m sorry.” And President Dillon disappeared behind the closing turbolift doors.

“But I kissed you!” Browning screamed through the bulkhead at the top of her lungs.

“Again?” Richards asked.

“Why?” Baxter demanded.

Browning turned, looking sheepishly at the rest of the bridge crew. All eyes were now on her.

“It’s none of anybody’s business,” she said, then went down to the other turbolift and pressed the call button. She tapped her foot as she waited for the lift to arrive, trying not to look back at the quiet bridge crew that still had all eyes on her.

“Janice,” Richards said. “If you’d like to go somewhere, talk about this…”

“No need. It’s all pretty self-explanatory. I tried to start up a relationship with the leader of the free quadrant, and he turned me down. It doesn’t get any simpler than that!” The turbolift doors finally and mercifully opened, and Browning ducked in, and ordered the lift to the mall deck.

Those persons gathered on the bridge now quietly looked at one another.

Vansen finally broke the silence. “Has anyone seen Tilleran?”

Baxter sighed and tapped his combadge. “Baxter to Tilleran.” When there was no response, he looked up at J’hana. “Lieutenant…”

“You do not have to tell me twice, Captain. I’ll find her.” She walked up to the aft turbolift and punched the call button. Baxter neglected to tell her this actually was the second time he’d asked her to find Tilleran

“You’d better find her,” Baxter said. “Because we’re starting to run out of turbolifts.”



Tilleran’s pace quickened, but she had no control over that. Her Betazoid instincts and impressions now had complete domain over her body. All she could do was sit back and wonder where her legs were taking her.

The voice of Baxter, then J’hana, echoed over her combadge, barely perceptible as she marched like a toy soldier toward her unknown destination.

She probably should have taken that combadge off, but somehow couldn’t bring herself to. Not that it mattered. Tilleran had the distinct impression she’d find what she was looking for before anyone could intercept her.

But why would anyone try to stop her, anyway? She was doing what she should have done from the start.

She was using her scientific knowledge, paired with her Betazoid abilities, to find the source of the disturbance to her abilities. Maybe she was even going to find the secret of the Bast. She was doing the right thing, and she wasn’t risking anyone else in the process. Whatever happened, it would be on her head and hers alone. That’s how it should be.

That was the last coherent thought Tilleran had as she came face to face with a familiar pair of doors.

Her hand reached involuntarily out to the keypad and punched it. Nothing happened.

Then both hands reached up to the seam between the pair of doors, frantically pushing, fueled by a surge of adrenaline. First her fingernails, then her fingers, edged between the doors, and with unbecoming strength she shoved those doors apart.

A barely audible moan escaped from Tilleran’s lips as she stumbled into the room and collapsed to her knees, then to the floor, just as she felt something rough and sandpapery run across her forehead. She looked up, eyes wide, piercing into the tiny pair of eyes that looked back at her.

“It’s….it’s you,” Tilleran whispered. “You did this to me. But why…and how….you’re just…just a cat!”

Then Tilleran went limp, her dark eyes still wide and fixated on the cat. But those eyes were now dilated and lifeless.

“Stop licking her, pussycat. You don’t know where she’s been!” Counselor Kelly Peterman said, leaning over Tilleran’s inert form, picking Fritz up off the floor and curling him under her arm. Peterman clicked her tongue as she glanced down at the Betazoid as Fritz snuggled against her chest. “My, my. What an awful mess. How are we ever going to clean this up, Fritzy?”



TO BE CONTINUED. . .



NEXT:



Now that we know what Fritz is really up to, it’s up to the crew of the Explorer to find out why, and figure out what Counselor Peterman has to do with it. Is Peterman beyond helping? Can Baxter reach out to her? Can they find Fritz before the cat’s evil plans come to fruition? And…what are those, exactly? Find out all that and more in “Wild Cat Chase.”




Wild Cat Chase



“It’s….it’s you,” Tilleran whispered. “You did this to me. But why…and how….you’re just…just a cat!”

Then Tilleran went limp, her dark eyes still wide and fixated on the cat. But those eyes were now dilated and lifeless.

“Stop licking her, pussycat. You don’t know where she’s been!” Counselor Kelly Peterman said, leaning over Tilleran’s inert form, picking Fritz up off the floor and curling him under her arm. Peterman clicked her tongue as she glanced down at the Betazoid and Fritz snuggled against her chest. “My, my. What an awful mess. How are we ever going to clean this up, Fritzy?”



Two minutes later, the doors to Counselor Peterman’s quarters swung open, and J’hana filled the doorway, breathing just slightly heavily, as she looked inside.

“Hi, J’hana,” Counselor Peterman said from her couch. Fritz the cat was in her lap, and she was gently stroking his fur and smiling. “I was just about to call you.”

“About what?”

Peterman pointed across from her, where Lt. Commander Ariel Tilleran lay sprawled in Captain Baxter’s barcalounger.

J’hana’s eyes widened as she rushed to Tilleran’s side and knelt beside the Betazoid. “What happened to her?”

“Good question,” Peterman said, seeming unconcerned. “She came in to tell me something that I guess she thought was important. But before we could get into any detail, she simply pass out. I have no earthly idea why.”

J’hana had stopped listening a few moments earlier. She tapped her combadge. “J’hana to Transporter Room Two. Emergency transport: Two directly to Sickbay.” She reached over and grabbed Tilleran’s wrist, then looked back at Peterman. “Meet us there, Counselor.”

“I’ll do my best!” Peterman said cheerily as J’hana disappeared.

Moments later, the shrill whine of Steffie, Baxter and Peterman’s child, could be heard from the baby’s bedroom. It was feeding time. Or maybe she had wet herself. Peterman couldn’t exactly be sure.

Fritz stirred in Peterman’s lap, walking in a circle, and laying back down. “Shhh, Fritz, shhh,” Peterman whispered. “The baby won’t bother you. Just relax. Relax and talk to me some more. I do so enjoy our little conversations…”



Captain Baxter rushed into Sickbay, Vansen and Richards hot on his heels, as Doctor Browning and Nurse Christina Chadway rushed to and fro around the biobed at the rear of Sickbay, where Tilleran lay, limp, with cerebral stimulators stuck against her forehead.

“Tell me something, Janice,” Baxter said, watching as other medical officers crossed in front of him quickly, delivering padds of information and hypos to Browning and Chadway.

“She’s in a fugue state, probably induced by sensory overload of some kind,” Browning said, studying the readouts on her medical tricorder as she ran it over Tilleran’s head, and comparing those to the information scrolling on a large screen above the bed.

“A coma?” Vansen asked.

“Essentially,” Browning said. “See, I read about it here!” And she tossed a padd to Baxter, which he quickly read.

“Glad you’re keeping informed,” Baxter said. “But we have bigger fish to fry right now.” Browning said nothing, but he knew at that moment she was thinking about fried fish as she worked on Tilleran. “Tell me how this could have happened.”

“I already told you. She probably had some kind of sensory overload.”

“Like a telepathic signal?” Richards asked.

“It could be,” Browning said. “But she is Betazoid, and a high-level one at that. She should have been able to handle it.”

“Her telepathic abilities were almost nil, as early as an hour ago. Then suddenly she gets pummeled by some telepathic impression, and it knocks her out cold?” Vansen asked.

“That’s as good a theory as any we have right now,” Browning said, injecting a hypo into Tilleran’s neck. “Tina, go ahead and modulate the cerebral stimulators.”

“What are you doing?” Baxter asked, stepping closer to the biobed.

“Trying to jumpstart her brain,” Browning said. “Stand back.” She glanced at Chadway. “Go!”

Chadway pressed a control on her padd and Tilleran’s body jolted. Browning checked a readout.

“Still nothing. Hit her again.”

“You are killing her,” a low voice said from the shadows in the rear of Sickbay.

“We’re trying to save her, J’hana,” Browning called over her shoulder. “Hit her again, Tina!”

Baxter winced as Tilleran’s body shook again. Browning injected her with another hypospray.

Chadway looked up from a readout. “Doctor, she’s starting to lose autonomic functions.”

“Damn it,” Browning said. “If we don’t get her on cerebral support, we’re going to lose her.”

“You mean…” Richards said softly. “Hook her up to the computer?”

J’hana stepped out of the shadows. “My Imzadi will not be made into a computer!”

“Just temporarily,” Browning snapped. “Until we get her brain functioning again.” Her look softened. “We don’t have a choice.”

“Do it,” Baxter urged.

“Isolinear conductor!” Browning ordered, shooing Baxter and Richards away as a medtech jogged up with a spider-shaped device she quickly slapped on Tilleran’s forehead, in between the two cerebral stimulators. Its little feelers pushed gently against her forehead. She pushed a control on top of the device and then pressed several panels on the monitor above the bed. “Prepare to switch autonomic functions over to computer control on my mark.”

“Program uploading,” Chadway said, glancing at the readout above the bed. “Buffer charged and ready.”

“Now!” Browning said, pressing another control on the spider device, as Chadway tapped a panel on the biobed readout.

Everybody watched the readouts.

“Tell me what’s happening,” Baxter said, as everyone else watched, agape.

Browning smiled as indicators all across the board lifted from red to green. “Autonomic functions restored. The computer’s keeping her running, Captain.” Browning touched Tilleran’s hand. “She’s out of the woods for now.”

“For now,” J’hana said hoarsely.

Browning nodded. “The computer can’t handle her brain functions forever. And eventually her brain will atrophy from lack of use. If I have to keep her like this for more than twenty-four hours, the Tilleran we bring back won’t really be Tilleran anymore.”

“Then I have a job to do,” J’hana said, spinning on a heel and walking toward the door to Sickbay.;

“Wait, J’hana…” Richards said, turning and putting a hand on J’hana’s shoulder.

“SHEVAT!” J’hana shouted, shoving Richards’s hand away.

“Go calm her down, Chris,” Baxter said as she walked out.

Richards looked back at Baxter, fear clear in his eyes. “M-me?”

Baxter nodded. “She’s got to keep it together. She may be our best hope of figuring out how this happened.”

“No,” Browning said from behind Baxter, as Richards walked out. “There is another.”



“J’hana!” Richards called out, jogging to catch up with J’hana as she marched purposefully down the corridor. “Where are you going?”

“To begin a thorough investigation,” she replied tightly.

“You need help?”

“No.”

Richards chuckled dryly. “Is it just me, or are a lot of people storming off lately?”

“Unfortunately, you are correct. Even worse, a lot of people are following those people, and gravely endangering their lives doing so.”

“You’d never hurt me, J’hana.”

The Andorian whirled, stopping Richards in his tracks. “I killed dozens of people to save Dwanok, yet I failed. I’ll kill ten times that many to save my Imzadi.”

Her face was in his, her breath hot on his cheeks, the slightly shorter woman having to stoop to get eye-to-eye with him. Richards swallowed hard, and felt an odd tingling as J’hana leaned in close to him. “I think it’s beautiful that you care about Tilleran so much, J’hana. But did you ever think you may be able to save her without killing anyone?”

J’hana turned around and continued walking. “Regardless of whether it helps my investigation or not, someone will die for this. Of that, you can be certain.”

Richards nodded as he stood there, deciding to just let J’hana walk off. “Well, that went well,” he muttered, and turned around to head back to Sickbay.



“It’s pretty cool, when you think about it,” Ensign Koltz, the Tellarite backup science officer said, leaning over Tilleran’s inert body, which now had several cables running from the spiderlike device on her forehead to a monitor on a nearby cart, which he was adjusting. “That the mind can be run by a computer. Pretty soon, we won’t even need our brains. We’ll just download ourselves into a computer and be done with it. Yep, that’s the wave of the future. Flying around in a starship with no brains.”

“I’m doing that now,” Vansen mumbled, then turned and headed for the door. “I’ll be on the bridge, making sure we’re not about to get blown up again.”

Koltz continued on, his eyes getting wider as he spoke. “Or maybe one big brain, controlling everything, Wouldn’t THAT be interesting?

“None of this is ‘cool’ or ‘interesting,’ Mister Koltz,” Baxter said, resting a hand on the edge of Tilleran’s biobed as Dr. Browning took readings and adjusted the interface between Tilleran and the computer. “My Chief Science Officer is near death, and I don’t know why. This setup can help us figure out what happened, and help us find out how to save her.”

“Yeah, like I said, it’s cool,” Koltz said giddily, wrinkling his pug nose. “We’re almost ready to boot up the memories. Anybody have any popcorn?”

“Yes,” Browning said quickly. “But that’s irrelevant right now.”

Suddenly the Sickbay doors opened, revealing Bradley Dillon and his usual entourage of Gisele and Secret Section guards. “Give me the bullet,” he said tersely.

“Something drove our science chief into a coma,” Richards said. “We’re trying to figure out what.”

“That’s not what I was talking about,” Bradley said. “I mean, what’s happening with the Bast?”

“We have more important things to tend to right now, Mister President,” Baxter said, not taking his eyes off Tilleran. “Namely, one of my crew.”

“I’ve told you before, Captain. Nothing is more important here than finding the Bast. While I regret what’s happened to your science officer, it’s not of paramount importance.”

Baxter gripped the edge of Tilleran’s biobed, his knuckles whitening. Before he could say anything, Richards calmly tapped his combadge.

“Security team to Sickbay. We need you to remove a disruptive passenger.”

“Who are you talking about?” Bradley asked.

“You,” Richards said, turning on him. “This is a Sickbay. You are not a medical officer, and hence, you’re a distraction. You need to be removed. Kind of like a disease, you know?”

“You are making a mistake, Richards. Don’t throw away your career with an emotional, ill-advised outburst.”

“You’re wrong, President Dillon,” Richards said, folding his arms as four security officers stepped in through the door into Sickbay. “It’s not emotional, or ill-advised. It’s my job.”

“I’m not going anywhere until one of you tells me about the Bast,” Bradley said.

“And here I am, fresh out of information,” Baxter said wryly, looking to Richards.

“Same here,” Richards said.

Bradley looked to Browning, who was maneuvering around the biobed, checking readings on her medical tricorder. “Janice…”

“I think it’s best if we kept our relationship purely professional, Mister President,” Browning said, without looking at him.

Richards looked behind Bradley and his posse, at the four security guards, led by Ensign Keefler. “Well, Mister President, it appears my guards outnumber your guards, four to three.”

“This is far, far from over,” Bradley said hotly, turning around and heading out of Sickbay, shouldering his way between two of the Explorer security officers. His group followed.

“Orders, Commander?” Keefler asked.

“Stand outside. Don’t let anyone else come in unless they’re bleeding profusely,” he said, then looked at Baxter. “Now then, where were we?”



J’hana sat down in the security office, in front of a wall of monitors, alternating views of a multitude of areas of the ship. She keyed the control console to give her a view of Tilleran, minutes before whatever happened to her.

After a few minutes of searching through video files, she found what she was looking for.

Flight recorder footage of Tilleran walking into her quarters. The Betazoid walked inside, put down a padd she’d been reading, and began lighting candles all around the room.

Setting up for a romantic night? J’hana wondered, raising an eyebrow.

Then Tilleran sat, cross-legged in the middle of the room, and stared up at the ceiling.

“Meditation,” J’hana said, in the empty office. Her security people had just left to go to Sickbay. J’hana trusted whatever the problem was would be dealt with promptly. She couldn’t be distracted with minor security issues at the moment. She needed to help Tilleran.

She had to increase the playback speed a little as it appeared Tilleran was meditating for quite a while. Then something changed.

Tilleran shot up to her feet and darted out of her quarters, as if controlled by some unseen force, like a lifesize puppet.

J’hana’s hands raced along the console, moving from sensor to sensor so she could get the best posible angle of Tilleran moving through the corridor, and to try to extrapolate Tilleran’s heading.

Of course it was obvious where Tilleran had been heading. Peterman’s quarters.

That was probably the first person J’hana would interrogate. Her antennae told her the counselor knew more than she was letting on. That would have to be determined, of course, after a long period of vigorous question-asking.

On the monitor, Tilleran wildly forced the doors to Peterman’s quarters opened and stormed in.

“Yes…” J’hana said, zooming in the visual and tying in the audio sensors. This would tell her what had happened.

But nothing happened.

The screen went black. All her screens went black, and J’hana smashed her fist into the console, rising up and bolting out of the security office.

Someone had tampered with HER security records. J’hana’s anger grew tenfold, as she hurried down the corridor to Peterman’s quarters, intent on getting some answers.



“I’m getting dizzy,” Richards said, steadying himself on nearby supply cart as he watched the zigzag footage of Tilleran moving through the corridors.

“No kidding,” Baxter said. “Can you steady that image a little, Janice?”

Browning shook her head. “Unfortunately, we can’t switch to the steadycam. This is what Tilleran’s eyes were seeing. It’s what your eyes see every time you walk down a corridor, too.”

“Then how come I don’t throw up every time I do it?” Baxter said.

“Your brain adjusts to the movement,” Richards replied. “Right, Janice?”

“In a sense,” Browning said distantly, still watching the monitor. “Okay. She’s coming up on a door now.”

“That’s my door,” Baxter said, surprised.

“That’s where she was found,” Browning said. “With Kelly.”

“Where’s Kelly now?” Baxter asked, looking to Richards.

“Don’t look at me. I was on the bridge with you.”

Baxter’s heart was pounding. “I want to know what the hell happened in there.”

“I think we’re about to find out.” Browning looked on as Tilleran’s fingers ripped the doors open and she stumbled through. The image shook violently as Tilleran seemed to collapse toward the floor. Then one, big, orange, furry image filled the monitor, and then it went dark.

“Let’s go,” Baxter said. “Now.”



J’hana reached the door to the Baxter/Peterman cabin and found Ensign Ryan Stuart there, packing up his tools.

“What are you doing, Ensign?” she growled.

Stuart looked up with a start. “Uh…I was just fixing the captain’s door. Counselor Peterman just put in a report that it was broken.”

“So she is within,” J’hana said.

“Last I checked,” Stuart said, then stood up, toolkit in hand. “Why? What’s going on?”

“It is none of your concern,” J’hana said, pressing the call button.

BLEEWOOOOOOOP.

“I gave it a fancier call sound,” Stuart said.

“You must be proud,” J’hana said dryly. After several moments went by with no response, J’hana punched the button again. Then she tapped her combadge. “J’hana to Peterman.”

“I tell you, she was in there, just a few minutes ago,” Stuart said.

“Stand back,” J’hana said, backing up against the bulkhead.

“No, no…” Stuart said. “I just fixed that door.”

“And you will again!” J’hana said, and ran into the door, shoulder first, smashing right through it.

“Ouch,” Stuart said.

But the door didn’t even slow J’hana down. In one smooth motion, she removed her sidearm and aimed it in a wide arc throughout the cabin. “Counselor Peterman. Come out now. I need to speak with you. You will not be harmed unless you give me good reason to harm you. Good reason to harm you might include, for instance, hurting my Imzadi. COME OUT NOW!”

But no one was home. J’hana ducked into the bedroom. Nobody there. She then heard a yelping cry, and realized it came from the baby’s room. She bolted in that direction, smashing through the door to see Steffie lying in her crib, wailing.

“Silence, baby!” J’hana ordered, lifting Steffie out of her crib and holding her at arm’s length. “Tell me what you know! I demand you tell me everything!”

“J’hana!” Captain Baxter ordered from the doorway to Steffie’s room. “Put my daughter down and step away. Don’t make any sudden moves.”

J’hana didn’t turn around “You are impeding my investigation.”

“I’m trying to help your investigation,” Baxter said, crossing the room to take Steffie from J’hana. He curled her in his arms and her cries died down to whimpers, then stopped altogether. “Where’s Kelly?

“She is gone,” J’hana said simply, as Richards stood in the doorway to Steffie’s room.

“Computer, locate Counselor Peterman,” Richards said testily.

“Counselor Peterman is no longer on the Explorer.”

“Baxter to bridge.”

“Bridge. Vansen here.”

“Check all shuttles, runabouts and escape pods. Check the transporters and the Escort. Confirm no one could have gotten off this ship.”

“Anyone in particular we’re looking for?”

“My wife.”

“Oh, so she got out of her cage again?”

“Just do it, Vansen! Baxter out!”

Baxter turned back to Richards. “Go with J’hana. Scour this ship. Find my wife.”

“What are you going to do?”

“I’m going to join you,” he said. “As soon as I take care of a…brown alert.”

J’hana hung back by the doorway as Richards left. “Captain, if Counselor Peterman is somehow the cause of–”

Baxter hummed softly as he set Steffie on the changing table and undid her diapers. “J’hana, if you hurt her, I’ll kill you.”

J’hana waited there a moment, then walked out.

“That’s a girl,” Baxter said, gently wiping Steffie’s bottom and spraying it with cleansing agent. “Your mom just left you, with no explanation. No big deal. I’m sure everything’s going to be okay. You just sit tight.”

Baxter slipped a new diaper on Steffie then lifted her up in his arms. “There. Cozy, honey?” Steffie cooed a little bit, and Baxter kissed her cheek. “Good. Glad to hear it.” He took her out into the common area, then looked around. Nothing seemed amiss. He expected at least some overturned furniture, signs of a struggle. When he walked back to the bedroom, he was surprised to find the bed made, everything in order. Kelly’s clothes were still in the drawers. The smell of her perfume was still in the air. Everything was in order.

“Baby, if you could talk,” Baxter sighed as he took Steffie out of the cabin, “maybe you could tell me what’s going on.” He had a job to do, and he couldn’t do it and worry about Steffie at the same time. There was only one place he could take her.



“Captain! It’s a delight to see you!” Chaka’kan, the incredibly nice Jem’Hadar said, welcoming Baxter into his lower-deck cabin as he brought Steffie inside. “I must admit, it’s a bit of a surprise to see you this time of night.”

“I need your help with something, Chaka,” Baxter said heavily. “I need you to take Steffie for a while.”

“I understand,” the Jem’Hadar said, lifting Steffie from Baxter’s arms. “And I don’t think there’s anything going on I can’t shift around a little bit. As a matter of fact, I was just about to make fondue. Steffie can help.”

Baxter wasn’t sure, but it seemed as though, since getting back from the Gamma Quadrant, Chaka’kan had gotten even nicer. “That’s a nice offer, Chaka, but I’d appreciate it if you kept my daughter clear of any…molten…foods.”

“Understood,” Chaka said, grinning as he set Steffie in the crib he kept in his quarters for her. “We’ll just leave her here then while I cook the fondue.”

“Good idea,” Baxter said. He leaned in toward the babysitter. “Listen, Chaka, I need you to do me a favor.”

“Anything, Captain,” he said accommodatingly. “As you know, babysitting is life.”

“Yes. Right,” Baxter said. “Listen. I need you to take care of Steffie.”

“As you said.”

“But I need more than that. I want you to keep her in this room. Lock the door. Protect her. And don’t open the door for anyone but me.”

“Or Counselor Peterman?” Chaka asked, as Baxter headed for the door.

“No,” Baxter said as he walked out. “Nobody but me.”



“So let me get this straight,” J’hana said, gripping the handle of her phaser as she and Richards moved swiftly down the corridor. “We are looking for Peterman; however, the real culprit in all this would appear to be her housecat.”

“That’s the working theory,” Richards said.

“I see,” J’hana said. “And what proof do you have to back this up?”

“Fritz was the last thing Tilleran saw before she blacked out,” Richards said. “Her memory engrams showed it.”

“Perhaps Counselor Peterman hit her with some kind of…”

“It’s Fritz,” Richards said. “I knew that damn cat was trouble since the day I met him.”

J’hana nodded. “So you saw the cat physically injure Ariel?”

“No.”

“Then how did he knock her into a coma?”

Richards shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe he’s a telepathic cat.”

“That’s the stupidest thing I’ve ever heard.”



ONE HOUR LATER



“So we’ve deduced that Fritz has somehow become telepathic,” J’hana said, standing at the front of the conference lounge, addressing the senior staff, minus, of course, Peterman and Tilleran. Everyone looked a little haggard, as this was the middle of night shift, and most of the alpha crew was usually fast asleep by this time.

Browning folded her hands on top of the table. “I don’t see how that’s possible.”

“Then you explain Tilleran’s loss of powers, or why she’s now, for lack of a better word…” Richards looked around the room. “Catatonic.”

“I can’t,” Browning admitted.

Baxter sat at the other end of the table, arms folded. “It doesn’t matter what happened. First, we’ve got to find Kelly and her kitty. Any progress there?”

Vansen shook her head. “We’ve combed the ship. We’ve got people in the Jefferies tubes and access conduits. Most of the crew is mobilized in this search, and so far they haven’t turned up anything.”

J’hana leaned over and braced her hands on the edge of the table, her fingers scratching the gleaming surface of the table as she spoke. “It’s as if she really did leave the ship.”

“No,” Hartley said, shifting back in her seat. “That’s impossible. No shuttle, runabout, or escape pod has left this ship since Kelly disappeared. The Escort’s accounted for. Nobody’s beamed off the ship. No one could have left this ship, short of opening a hatch and jumping out. And even that we’d know about.”

“Then she’s here,” Richards said. “We just have to find her.”

“Or she’s been vaporized by psycho kitty,” Vansen said.

“There’s a nice thought,” Baxter muttered. He leaned forward. “Look. I know we’re disoriented and confused by what’s been happening the last few days. Okay, the last few months. But we have a job to do, and I’m damned well sure we’re going to do it.”

“Can you remind us what, exactly, that job is?” Browning asked.

“It sure as hell isn’t finding the Bast,” Baxter said. “Wait a second.” He pressed a control on the table. “Bridge.”

“Bridge, this is Madera.”

“Susan, what’s our current course and speed?”

“We’re headed toward system HM-Six-Forty, where President Dillon says we may find clues as to the location of the Bast. He came up and ordered the course shortly before Commander Vansen returned to the bridge. He told me not to bother anyone with the details. Was that bad?”

“Never you mind,” Baxter said, and looked back at his staff. “He changed our course without even telling us. While we were scrambling around like voles with our heads cut off, he was still in intimate control of this mission. Of this ship. Of his obsessive search for some race which may or may not still exist. And we remain totally out of the loop.”

“That would be an accurate assessment,” Vansen said.

“Well, not anymore. Still there, Madera?”

“Um…yes sir.”

“Good. Bring us to all stop. Thrusters at stationkeeping. Lock out helm controls on my order. This ship doesn’t move an inch until my next command. You got that?”

“Captain, I’m going to need authorization from two other command officers to lock out helm controls.”

“Present,” Richards said with a smile.

“And…accounted for,” Vansen said reluctantly.

“Good,” Baxter said, and stood. “It’s about time we all agreed on something. Now let’s go out there and shut this ship down.”



“Captain, I understand this ship has come to a halt,” Bradley Dillon said, picking up step next to Baxter as he and J’hana moved down the corridor. “Would you care to explain?”

“Your mission is on hold, Mister President, until I find my wife, my cat, and the cure for Commander Tilleran’s condition.”

“Not a chance,” Bradley replied, holding up his hand as if to stop everything. “There’s too much at stake.” He kept his voice low. “Captain, we’re too close now to stop looking. I cannot allow your shipboard crises to interfere with the goals of my Administration.”

“You mean your goals.”

“They are one and the same. And none of your business. Resume your course, Captain, or I’ll find someone who will.”

Baxter stopped walking, and turned to face Bradley. “No,” he said.

“Very well. Then you leave me no choice.” He pressed his cufflink. “Dillon to Vansen. Please take command. Captain Baxter has been relieved of duty.”

“Oh, really?” came Vansen’s response over the comm channel. “Wow, President Dillon. You’ve made all my dreams come true. Now I’m in command, and I get to tell you to go to hell too!”

“Go to…” He raised his eyebrows, smiling at Baxter. “I see. You’ve managed to somehow secure the allegiance of the one person on this ship whom I could have convinced to take away your command.”

“You’re welcomed to ask Richards if he wants the job,” Baxter said. “But I think I have a pretty good idea of what he’s going to tell you.” Baxter watched Bradley’s face for reaction. He was waiting for the Federation President to explode, throw a tantrum, scream and yell, cry…do something to indicate Baxter had won in this struggle of wills.

Instead, Bradley just smiled regally and backed away, waving for his entourage to follow him. “Very well, Captain. The fate of this mission is in your hands. Do what you must.”

“That was too easy,” J’hana said, as Bradley and the others walked away.

Baxter rubbed his chin. “You’re not kidding.”

“What now?” she asked.

“What now is, we search this ship again. Stem to stern. Every cabin. Tricorders, sensors. Naked eyes. Leave no stuff unturned.”

“I believe the expression is ‘leave no stone unturned,’” J’hana corrected.

“You see any stones around here?”



Transporter Chief Lindsay Morgan yawned and looked over her controls as she performed her usual periodic diagnostic before going off- shift. It was a typically slow day in Transporter Room Two. Other than transporting Lt. Commander Tilleran to the sickbay, and moving the away team to and from a possibly-Bast ship, she really hadn’t done much.

Well, okay. That was actually a relatively busy day. Especially since the Explorer had spent the last few months just plugging through the wilds of space.

Morgan shrugged. She didn’t mind if it was busy, anyway. She enjoyed having people coming and going in her transporter room. Gave her the chance to give them a smile, a kind word. The poor bastards needed someone to be nice to them, seeing as they were constantly at each other’s throats.

And if that person had to be her, well so be it. She was more than happy to offer those services.

Morgan looked over the readouts as the cycle ran its course. She was about to log off and head out of the transporter room when an odd blip came up on her screen.

“That’s odd,” she said, tapping a control. There was some data in one of the backup transporter buffers. A seldom-used pattern holding tank that was only brought on-line during emergency evacuations and other crisis situations. And, certainly, there should be no pattern in there.

She pulled up a description of the pattern. Human. Female.

“Hmm,” she said. “Well that’s certainly darned outta the ordinary.” She decided the most prudent thing to do was to materialize the pattern. God knew she didn’t want anyone to have to be trapped in the transporter. What an awful fate that would be!

She punched in the transporter sequence and ran the three sliders from top to bottom, bringing the pattern out of the buffer and materializing it on the transporter padd.

Morgan gasped as the pattern coalesced in a sparkle of blue into Counselor Kelly Peterman.

“Oh, my gosh!” Morgan said, stepping out from behind her console as Peterman stood there, limp, her eyes closed, and then collapsed forward right in Morgan’s arms. “Morgan to Sickbay! Medical emergency! I’ve found Counselor Peterman!”



Baxter was in Sickbay shortly after the site to site transport was complete, J’hana not far behind.

“Give me some room, Andy,” Browning ordered, waving Baxter back as she leaned over Peterman with her medical tricorder. She was laying on the biobed next to Tilleran. “Vitals normal.” She looked back at Baxter with a smile. “She’s okay. It’s just a little…um….catnap.”

“This is no time for jokes,” J’hana said. “Although that was quite amusing.”

“Thanks!” Browning grinned, then immediately became serious as she looked at Baxter. “As I was saying, Kelly is just unconscious at the moment.”

“Tell me more,” Baxter said, leaning forward, resting a hand on Peterman’s leg.

Browning continued to read from her tricorder. “There are elevated levels of adrenaline and endorphins…and there’s a slight chemical imbalance in her brain.”

“Chemical imbalance?” Baxter asked. “From what?”

“Probably from telepathic communication,” Browning said. “Similar to what happened to Tilleran, but not nearly as severe.”

“Telepathic?” Baxter asked, his brow furrowing.

“It was gentler with her,” J’hana growled. “That damn cat spared Peterman a grisly brain death but had no compunctions about turning my Imzadi into a kumquat!”

“We still don’t know what it is we’re dealing with,” Browning said.

“That’s an understatement,” Baxter said. “Can you revive her?”

“I don’t want to force anything,” Browning said. “It would be better for her to wake up on her own.”

“Fine,” Baxter said, and turned around. “Call me as soon as she wakes up.”

Browning followed Baxter with her eyes as he walked to the door. “Where are you going, Andy?”

“To interrogate the hell out of someone. J’hana, feel like coming with?”

“Are you kidding?”



“Captain, I can’t tell you how thrilled I am you’ve come for me!” Doctor Jarvay Ranowat shrieked, giggling with guilty pleasure. “I’ll make you the happiest man in the quadrant. All you have to do is kiss me. No. Kill me! Kill me!”

“Flood his chamber with anesthezine,” Baxter called over his shoulder to Lt. Unlathi, the Velvattian security officer. “Then get out of here. I need some…” He cracked his knuckles. “Alone time.”

Unlathi silently did as Baxter asked, and in moments Ranowat’s caterwauling grew silent, and the massive being slumped out of the brig, leaving a slimy trail behind.

“Wait, Lieutenant,” J’hana called out, following Unlathi. “You dropped one of your nodules.” She bent down and picked up something that looked like a cluster of blue grapes, except far slimier. Unlathi grabbed it with a tentacle. “Who knows,” J’hana said. “That little amalgam of glial cells may grow up to be a nice, big…something.”

Unlathi grunted and left the brig.

“I really understand that big, slimy lug,” J’hana said softly, then turned to Baxter, who approached the other brig cell, phaser drawn.

“Lower the forcefield,” Baxter ordered.

“Are you sure that’s a good idea, Captain? Those forcefields are in place to protect weaklings like you.”

“Do it,” Baxter snapped.

“The captain has no fear, J’hana,” a soothing voice said from within the cell. “And thus, he has no use for fear.”

“Whatever,” J’hana said, walking up to the brig cell and punching in a code.

“Captain,” Doctor Doug Leonardo, pet therapist, and recent attacker of Fritz, stood and bowed regally. “A pleasure, as always. I can tell by your bearing that you have important business to discuss. I take it the time of reckoning is at hand?”

Baxter aimed his phaser at Leonardo. “You tell me.”

“I assure you, Captain, that’s not necessary,” Leonardo said, gesturing at the phaser. “I wouldn’t think of hurting you.”

“You know what Fritz is,” Baxter said. “You know he’s a little more than an ordinary housecat.”

“Oh, yes,” Leonardo said. “It was as I tried to tell you. I laid it all out for you and your friends, quite elegantly, but you would not listen.” He looked around. “Instead, you locked me up in this place, with that madman next door, and forgot about me.”

“Sorry,” Baxter said, but didn’t sound sincere.

Leonardo folded his arms. He wore a simple two-piece olive tunic- and-pants set, standard brig issue. “And now you want my help.”

“That’s right. Tell me how to find Fritz. Tell me how to catch him, to stop him. Reverse the effect he had on my Betazoid officer.”

“You don’t ask much, do you?”

“And tell me what the hell he did to my wife.”

“What he did?” Leonardo’s eyes lit up. “He…did something?”

Baxter nodded. “He’s been controlling her.”

“You’re half right,” Leonardo said with a toothy grin. “Oh, Captain, it’s so much more complex than that.”

“I’ve heard enough,” J’hana said. “Kill him.”

Baxter pointed his phaser down at the floor and blasted one of Leonardo’s feet. The doctor collapsed to the floor, cradling his smoking foot.

“You idiot! Why did you do that?” Leonardo shouted.

“Captain, I am impressed,” J’hana said. “I thought you were bluffing.”

Baxter calmly upped the setting on the phaser. “Next time I aim for something more vital. I don’t have time to piss around, Leonardo.”

“Of course not. Nobody has time to…piss.” Leonard sighed, limping back onto his bunk, and staring at Baxter with contempt. “You forget, Captain. I have the counseling profiles of this whole crew right up here.” He tapped his forehead. “I know what you’re thinking.”

“Then what am I thinking now?”

“That you’d rather be playing football on the holodeck than playing the bully. It’s not your part, Captain.”

“That much is true. But you’d be surprised at what I’m capable of when you put my family in danger.”

“Your family isn’t in danger,” Leonardo laughed, leaning his head against the wall. “You’re so small-minded, Captain. It’s the entire human race that’s in danger.”

“What?”

Leonardo stared up at the ceiling. “It’s a shame, too. I rather like the human race. Don’t you?”

“It has its moments,” J’hana yawned, and looked sideways at Baxter. “Finish shooting him so we can go back to looking for Fritz.”

“Wait!” Leonardo said, holding up a hand. “I have a way to help you, and possibly to fix your Betazoid at the same time.”

“I’m listening,” said Baxter.

Leonardo leaned forward. “I take it she tried to get inside the cat’s mind?”

Baxter nodded. “Yes.”

“It overloaded her central nervous system. Started shutting off her autonomic functions?”

“Yes,” J’hana said, stepping closer.

“Someone’s got to get in there. Access her senses. That’s the only way to know for sure where Fritz is. Because believe me, Captain, that cat knows how to lay low. It’s what it trained its entire life for.”

“What do you mean?” Baxter asked. “It’s a damn cat. It’s the offspring of Nurse Bailey’ cat…” He rubbed his chin. “Fluffy, I think it was.”

“Fluffy for short,” Leonardo said wryly. “Its full name was George Saint Fluffersnuggles.”

“The name you were calling out when you strangled Fritz,” J’hana remembered.

“If only I’d been allowed to complete my task,” Leonardo sighed. “At any rate, Nurse Bailey and I were involved, for a time, before the Aerostar left for its cursed mission. And that cat, George Saint Fluffersnuggles, was mine. The bitch stole him right out from under me, in the midst of what I thought was the biggest discovery in all of pet psychology.” Leonardo stared out into space wistfully. “For a short time, my mind merged with that of Fluffersnuggles.”

“You’re ambitious. I’ll give you that,” Baxter said flatly.

“We became one, much like what probably happened to your wife. And I had proof of what I’d been looking for all along. Animal sentience. I thought I’d found a way to communicate with all of animal-kind. It was during this period that some of my most famous books were written, with Fluffersnuggles pushing me all the while, helping me squeeze the delicious thoughts out of my brain.

“Then, just days before Bailey left me suddenly, and took Fluffy with her, I realized I wasn’t dealing with one of Earth’s creatures. No, this housecat I had picked up from the animal shelter on Europa was much more than that. He possessed the mind…perhaps even the soul…of a member of a once-great species. Brenna ripped that away from me, and I’ve been searching ever since.”

He smiled wistfully. “Then, when your crew returned to the Alpha Quadrant, I resumed my surveillance. I could never find Fluffy, but I learned through one of my friends that Fritz belonged to your Counselor Peterman. So I found my way onto your ship. This mission President Dillon put us on just confirmed my hypothesis. It proved what I’d suspected all along. That Fritz being on this ship wasn’t just a coincidence. That little bugger made sure his ship was the one sent out into the wilds of space, on what seemed to be a fruitless search. But Fritz knew differently.”

“Please, please don’t say what I think you’re about to say,” Baxter whispered.

“‘Fritz,’ much like his father before him, is an ambassador for the very race you’ve been searching for all this time.”



“Well this is certainly a great big bore,” Lt. Commander Vansen said from the command chair. “Sitting dead in space, helm locked out, crew busy looking for a missing cat, and us with nothing to do.”

“That’s not altogether true,” Lt. Madera said, turning in her seat at the helm. “I’m working on all the RSVPs for my wedding and working on placecards for the tables at the reception. Want to see?”

Vansen shook her head. “Not really.”

“I didn’t see your RSVP on the list,” Madera said, turning and checking her console. “Did you forget to respond?”

“No,” Vansen said simply.

“Well, are you coming?”

“No,” Vansen said, then looked down at the readout on the arm of the command chair. “Still bored.”

“Well, Chris and I didn’t want you there anyway,” Madera pouted, and turned back toward the viewscreen. “And you can forget about coming to my bridal shower.”

“Darn,” Vansen said.

“And, with all due respect, Commander, stop being so sarcastic.”

“I wasn’t being sarcastic,” Vansen said, looking down at the command chair readout. “I just saw an EM spike in the main computer core. It was brief, then it vanished.”

“It’s probably just routine interference from a nearby pulsar or something,” Madera suggested.

“Still, I’d better go check it out. The rest of the crew is out looking for that stupid cat. I might as well make myself useful. And, honestly, a trip to the computer core would be more interesting than sitting here with you.”

“You know, you could at least try to fake being nice!”

“Why bother?” Vansen asked, and stepped into the turbolift.



“Where do we go now?” J’hana asked as Baxter walked down the corridor.

“You’re going to go take a meeting with Janice and Ensign Koltz. Find a way into Tilleran’s mind.”

“At what cost?” J’hana demanded. “You suggest we use her to find Fritz, even if it means causing her to deteriorate further? Perhaps beyond repair?”

Baxter stopped walking, and turned, putting his hands on J’hana’s shoulders. “If we’re to trust Leonardo, then getting in her mind, getting at whatever Fritz did in there, is going to free her, not kill her. We just have to figure out how to do it.”

“Of course, why should we not trust Leonardo?” J’hana spat. “He’s a lunatic, after all.”

“No,” Baxter said. “I don’t think he is.” And he started walking off in the opposite direction.

“And just where are you going, in the meantime?” J’hana demanded.

“This whole time Kelly’s been acting weird, she’s been working on some ‘major book,’” Baxter said. “I want to find out exactly what she’s been writing about all this time.”

“You think there will be some clue to Fritz and the Bast in there?”

“I really don’t care if there is.”



“Can I just say, I feel really honored to be included in this little ‘jam session,’” the chubby Ensign Koltz said, hands folded in his lap as he sat on the other side of Dr. Browning’s desk with Lt. J’hana.

“We’re thrilled to have you with us,” Browning said, putting a reassuring hand on Koltz’ furry paw, just as a “ding” echoed through the office. “Pizza’s ready.”

“Your pizza can wait,” J’hana rumbled. “We must find a way into Tilleran’s brain.”

“Right,” Browning said, tapping a control on her desktop terminal. “Betazoid brains. They have…lots of lobes.”

“You’re deactivating the pizza oven and putting your pizza into stasis, aren’t you?”

“That’s real cheese, J’hana!” Browning snapped.

“Of course.”

“We’re all on edge here,” Koltz said helpfully. “What’s say we focus on the plan? Brainstorm! Really get into a team mode!”

“Stop babbling, or I will eviscerate you,” J’hana said calmly, staring at Koltz.

“Right,” Koltz said, and stared at the floor.

“Well,” Browning said, flipping through the crew manifest on her terminal. “There are no other Betazoids on the ship. There are some Vulcans, however.”

“No,” J’hana said quickly. “No Vulcans. Ariel had a bad encounter with some Vulcans some time ago. She would rather die than mind meld with one.”

“Well, J’hana, I really don’t see any alternatives. How about you, Koltz?”

The Tellarite just shook his head silently, still apparently mulling over J’hana’s threat.

“I believe the obvious alternative is looking us all in the face,” J’hana said, then looked from Browning to Koltz. “At least, it’s looking the two of you in the face.”

“J’hana, you can’t mean…”

“The Imzadi bond. It runs strong in us, even though Ariel has tried to deny it in the past. I know I can get inside her. Feel her.”

“We are talking about telepathy, right?” Browning asked with a nervous smile.

“Indeed.” She inclined her head out toward Sickbay. “You have her hooked up to the computer. That could modulate the telepathic connection between us, could it not?”

Browning shrugged. “I suppose. Our science officer is braindead and our counselor is unconscious. So it’s all guesswork.”

“You did attend a school of some kind, am I right?” J’hana asked, raising her eyebrow.

“Yes!” Browning sighed. “Fine.” She looked long and hard at J’hana. “But you do realize this would be as big a risk to you as it is to her. Are you really ready to sacrifice your life if this doesn’t work out?”

J’hana grinned wide. “I thought you’d never ask.”

Koltz stood up quickly. “I’ll get the neural interface cables!”

“I’ll get some pizza,” Browning said.



Captain Baxter noticed how quiet his quarters had become. No Peterman. No Steffie. No Charlie, or Fritz. All the other animals were down below.

He hadn’t had a cabin this quiet since he’d first become Captain of the Aerostar. And for that short stint he lived alone on Earth, when the Explorer was a cruise ship.

He sat down behind his desk and activated his desktop terminal. His desk. He rarely thought of it that way, of late. It had really become more Kelly’s desk, since she’d been on this book-writing spree.

Baxter reluctantly called up the file. He’d normally never violate a confidence like this. Kelly didn’t want him to read this until it was finished. But he couldn’t afford the luxury of giving his wife privacy. Not when her life, his life, maybe everyone’s life depended on what was held in that little file.

Not surprisingly, the file didn’t open when Baxter selected it. Instead, he got a password prompt. It figured Peterman would try to secure the file.

It took Baxter about one second to guess his wife’s password. He typed in “Charlie.”

Instantly, the file opened up for him, and laid out everything Kelly had been hiding.

Twelve minutes later, Baxter smashed the terminal up against the wall and ran out of his cabin.



“Neural patch-in is operational,” Koltz said from a nearby workstation as Browning monitored the connecting cables that led from J’hana’s forehead to Tilleran’s with a tricorder. The Andorian was seated on a stool beside Tilleran, her fingers interlaced with those of the science officer.

“Looks good from my end,” Browning said as she chomped on a pizza crust. “Sure I can’t interest you in a slice of pizza before you go under?”

J’hana shook her head. “I sort of lost my appetite when you showed me what the inside of my brain looks like.”

“But you eat entrails for breakfast.”

“Yes,” J’hana nodded. “Still…”

“Fine,” Browning said. “Then we’re ready when you are.”

“I am ready,” J’hana said, and looked at Tilleran’s closed eyes, filled with curiosity at what would lay behind them.

As the Browning initiated the computer connection that would facilitate a telepathic link between J’hana and her former lover, the Andorian instantly knew everything.

And knew nothing at all.



“Where am I?” J’hana asked, her voice echoing off grey-blue cavern walls. The sound of water splashing seemed to come from everywhere. In front of her, a vast wall of water blocked the entrance to the cavern.

“We’re behind the Ahani waterfall, on Betazed,” Tilleran said from behind her, and J’hana turned around, to find her Imzadi wearing a skintight azure bathing suit, her long dark hair in braids that snaked over her shoulder. She knelt, picked up a stone, and lifted it up for J’hana’s inspection. “See this? I kept this, to help me remember this visit to the waterfalls.”

“What’s so special about this visit?”

Tilleran stood up, crossed over to J’hana, and wrapped her arms around the Andorian’s shoulders. “Because this is where I first…became a woman.”

“Became…” J’hana said, her antennae twitched. “Oh. A worthy memory, indeed. Your lover…I take it he is gone? Or…she?”

“He,” Tilleran said with a laugh. “Just left. He was embarrassed. Said he had to get back to his ship. That he was stupid to fall for a Betazoid. That he couldn’t stand the idea that we knew all his thoughts. That he’d never date another Betazoid, ever again.” She shrugged. “He was wrong.”

“Why are we here?” J’hana asked, desperately trying to remember what she herself was doing there.

“I thought I would retreat to a safe place,” Tilleran said, backing away from J’hana, a fearful look now on her face. “It’s not a safe world out there, Jan.”

“I know,” J’hana said. “But it’s no reason to hide. There are people out there who need us. I…need you.”

“We don’t always get what we need,” Tilleran said, walking toward the wall of water. Behind it, rays of sunlight glinted in, filtered through as if the waterfall were a giant kaleidoscope. “But we get what we want.”

“Stop talking in riddles!” J’hana cried. “There is a great evil loose on the Explorer, and you hold the key to stopping it. Think, Imzadi, think! How do we stop that shtarrred cat!”

“It’s not a matter of stopping him,” Tilleran said, reaching out to touch the water as it trickled in front of her, sending a spray onto her face. “He’ll just find another host.” She turned around. “We have to get to the root of the problem. We have to find the nest.”

“Cats have nests?” J’hana asked.

“This one does,” Tilleran said thoughtfully. “A big one. I saw it…in his mind…briefly.”

“Where do we find it?”

Tilleran looked back at J’hana, then shook her head, laughing gaily. “Silly Jan. We don’t have to look. It’s going to find us.”



Counselor Peterman’s eyes fluttered open. “Where…” she whispered, but her mouth was parched. She leaned up on her elbows. “What…happened?”

“Kelly. You’re up!” Browning was immediately at her side. Peterman heard beeping everywhere. Soft, white light. She was in Sickbay.

“Yes,” Peterman said, looking at the concern on Browning’s face. “Of course I’m up…and dizzy.” She leaned back down. “Please start explaining things. Now would be best.”

Browning brushed a hand across Peterman’s forehead. “I wouldn’t know where to start. What’s the last thing you remember?”

“I remember…” Peterman said slowly. “I remember everything. But mostly, I remember being confused. And I remember…” Her eyes widened. “Fritz!”

“Keep talking,” Browning said, glancing at something over her shoulder. Peterman didn’t know what was so interesting, but she could here Ensign Koltz calling out information about “vital signs” and “neurological connection.”

“Fritz…was…he was not Fritz. Not the Fritz I thought he was. He was…”

“You’re okay now, Kelly.”

“He was controlling me!”

Browning nodded. “We kind of figured that.”

“For more than a month!” Peterman leaned up, put a shaky hand over her mouth. “Janice. Am I crazy?”

“Not anymore,” Browning smiled. “Just try to breathe. Relax. Everything’s going to be fine.”

Just then, the lights throughout sickbay flickered.

Browning looked up. “What the–?”

“Doctor! We’re losing the connection!” Koltz called out, and Browning immediately rushed over. Peterman slid off the bed, and, on uneasy legs, stepped up to join her.

“What’s happening?” Peterman asked, shocked to see Tilleran unconscious on the biobed, and J’hana, sitting upright beside her, equally unconscious. “This…this is all because of me.”

“Nonsense,” Browning said, as she pulled out her tricorder and ran it over both patients. “Divert power from any system you have to, Koltz. Keep that connection going. If it fails, while they’re joined…”

“We’ll lose them both,” Peterman finished the thought.

Then the comm system bleeped to life: “Vansen to J’hana! I need security in the computer core on the double! Fritz is in here! I caught him shredding the place!” There were loud cat shrieks in the background. “And he’s not very happy to see me!”

“Vansen, this is Doctor Browning. J’hana’s not really available right now.”

“Well, send somebody down here. I’ve got….”

“Cat scratch fever?” Browning offered.

“Oh, shut the hell up. And thanks for nothing! Vansen out.”

Browning sighed. “Browning to Baxter.”

“I’ve already heard. I’m on my way.”

“There’s something else,” Browning said, looking at Peterman with a smile. “Your wife’s awake!”

“Fine. I’ll deal with it later. Baxter out.”

Peterman and Browning exchanged confused glances, just as Koltz called out:

“Doctor, something’s gone haywire with the computer core. I can’t maintain the connection!”

Browning rushed up to Koltz’ side, looking at the readings. “Dump it to the other core. Quickly!”

“I can’t. It’s…” Koltz looked up from his readings. “It’s too late. I lost the connection.”



“Shoot to kill,” Baxter said, tossing a phaser rifle to Commander Richards as they met up in the corridor outside the computer core. Five other armed security officers, led by Ensign Keefler, raced up behind them.

“We are still talking about a cat, right?” Richards asked.

“Damn right we are,” Baxter said, and keyed the door to the computer core open.

Lt. Commander Vansen stood in the doorway, face scratched and bleeding, lip and cheek swollen, uniform shredded, holding a limp orange cat by the scruff of its neck.

“One knocked out kitty, as ordered,” she said woozily. “Permission to lose consciousness.” And with that, she fell to the floor, Fritz in hand.

Baxter knelt and pulled Fritz from Vansen’s curled fingers as Richards raced into the massive cylindrical room where the computer core was housed. He walked up to a workstation and started tapping on the console.

“Tiger, tiger, burning bright,” Baxter muttered to himself, as he looked in Fritz’s eyes. He felt the cat’s neck. Still a pulse. Good. The cat would be interrogated. Baxter couldn’t believe he was even thinking such a thing. Yet here he was. He looked up at Richards, who frantically ran his hands over the computer controls. “Chris? How bad is it?”

“Bad,” Richards said. “We lost the main core.”

“So?” Baxter asked. “That’s what the backup core is for.”

“True,” Richards said. “Just one problem, though.”

“What’s that?”

Suddenly, Baxter felt an almost imperceptible thrum beneath his feet. The engines had just come online.

“Baxter to bridge!”

“Madera here. Captain, the engines just started up. The backup computer core isn’t recognizing your helm lockout.”

“Lock it out again!”

“I can’t. Manual override isn’t working. Captain, we’re laying in a course. Zero four zero, mark two seven one. Warp nine!”

“Who told you to do that?”

“I’m not doing it, sir!”

Baxter and Richards looked at each other, as Baxter held the unconscious Fritz in his hands, as they both felt the ship leaping into warp.

And Bradley Dillon walked up behind them, surrounded by his armed entourage. He rubbed his hands together, looking like a man victorious.

“Your service to the Federation is noted, and is most appreciated,” Bradley said. “But I’ve sat back and watched events unfold for long enough. It seems, Captain, that your cat is taking us straight to the Bast. Hope you don’t mind if I take over from here.”



TO BE CONTINUED. . .



NEXT:



This is it. The crew of the Explorer comes face to face with the Bast. Sort of. Are they ready for this meeting of the minds? What is Bradley Dillon’s plan, and how do the Bast fit into it? Has everyone been honest with each other, and if not, who’s keeping secrets from who? The answers may surprise you. Then again, they may not.




Bast Intentions



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 56766.3. We’re on course, it seems, to rendez-vous with a Bast ship. I would like to state for the record that I did not set this course, neither did any of my crew. As absurd as this may sound, my wife’s cat set this course, and I’m damned sure going to find out how. Cat’s aren’t supposed to be able to do that.



Captain Baxter stared idly out at the stars blazing by the conference lounge window as Peterman, Richards, and Vansen sat before them, eyes red-rimmed, faces a little sallow, and wills all but broken.

Oddly, he didn’t seem to care. He just looked out the window.

“As you all may be aware,” Federation President Bradley Dillon said, standing at the front of the room, near the display screen. “This ship is on course for a Bast vessel, presumably the same one we encountered a day ago. Counselor Peterman’s cat,” he nodded in the direction of Peterman, who sat on the other end of the conference table from Baxter, “was the one who sent us there.”

“We’re aware,” Richards said.

“Yeah,” Vansen muttered, her face covered with scratches. “The damn thing nearly ripped my eyes out.”

“Yes,” Bradley said. “That was unfortunate. Luckily, though, we’ve captured the creature and put it in an observation chamber in Science Lab Two. As soon as Lieutenant Commander Tilleran is well, she’ll have an opportunity to study–”

“She’s in a coma,” Peterman snapped. “Along with our Chief of Security. And thanks to the Bast, neither of them may ever wake up again!”

“Because of Fritz,” Baxter said quietly, still looking out the window.

“Well then,” Bradley said. “I’m sure there are other science officers on this ship. We must move forward. There is much preparation to do before we meet up with the Bast.”

“You sound like we’re going to a social mixer,” Richards said. “When, instead, they put a hostile being on our ship to study us for the last six years. Then it got into our computers and took over the ship, sending it God-knows-where so the Bast can do God-knows-what to us. Do you really think they would have done all that if all they wanted was a meet and greet?”

“I can’t gauge their intentions at this time,” Bradley said. “Until I do, we have to prepare as if we’re entering a typical diplomatic situation.”

“Well, then,” Peterman muttered. “I’ll break out the fancy silverware.”

“There’s no need for sarcasm, Counselor,” Bradley said. “This is an historic occasion. The beginning of diplomatic relations with one of the most ancient and storied cultures in the universe. And you’re here to witness it.”

“True,” Peterman said. “Now that Fritz let go of the control he had on my brain.”

Vansen stared at her. “Do we have any proof that he has let go? I mean, for all we know, you could still be controlled by him. You should be kept under guard.”

“That’s ridiculous,” Peterman said. “I’m back to myself. Janice gave me a full brain scan. Andy…tell her.”

Baxter looked quickly at Peterman, then looked away, and stood up. “We have work to do.”

“Glad to see we’re on the same page,” Bradley said, rubbing his hands together. “Now then, Lieutenant Madera tells me that the Bast starship is on the edge of sensor range. We should be there in three hours. I expect a report on our readiness in one hour.”

“You’ll get a report all right,” Baxter said, turning for the door.

Bradley touched Baxter’s arm. The Captain stopped, looked over his shoulder.

“What.”

“Captain,” Bradley said with a conciliatory smile. “It goes without saying that you and your crew have been through a lot in the last couple days. I completely understand that you may have …some animosity toward the Bast, and perhaps toward myself as well. But I must order you, explicitly, to do nothing to derail this mission. Do I have your word on this?”

“Sure,” Baxter said. “Cross my heart and hope to die.” And he walked out of the room.



“So…how do we get my ship back?” Captain Baxter asked, fifteen minutes later, hunched in a Jefferies tube outside computer core 2, next to Lt. Commander Hartley, who was busy zapping at an interface module with a protoplaser.

“Aside from you standing up to President Dillon and putting him in the brig once and for all?” Hartley asked wryly as she worked.

“Aside from that.”

“We have to get into computer core two and disable it.”

“We can’t even get in?”

“Hence being in the Jefferies tube.”

“What, is there a forcefield up?”

“Yes, and I don’t even know where the power is coming from. Captain, whoever crosswired these circuits is working on a level of intelligence I can’t even begin to understand. Every effort to get through is headed off at the pass. It’s like the computer is anticipating my moves and adapting to counter them. And the worst part is, it’s our own computer that’s doing it!”



“And to think, it was all done by a cat,” Baxter said, patting Hartley’s shoulder. “Keep working. You’re the only shot we have at evading the Bast. If we can’t get computer control back before we get there…”

“We’re cat food,” Hartley muttered.

“Something like that,” Baxter said, and squirmed out of the tube. “Keep me posted.”

“Where are you going?”

“To see a woman about a coma.”



“Give them both thirty cc’s of somnaline,” Browning said, moving from one comatose patient to the next, blowing her hair out of her face as she checked readout after readout, and crosschecked them with the readings on her medical tricorder, sparing a breath to bark an order to Nurse Chadway, or her other medtechs, in between.

“What’s the status, Janice?” Captain Baxter asked from the doorway to sickbay.

“The computer connection that was modulating the telepathic bond between Tilleran and J’hana failed. Now we’re losing them both,” she said, as she scrambled to plunge hyposprays into the necks of Tilleran and J’hana, who was now spread out on the biobed beside the Betazoid.

“Isn’t there something you can do for them?”

“Uh…yeah,” Browning said breathlessly. “Everything I’m doing.”

“Of course,” Baxter said. “I didn’t mean…”

“Andy, there isn’t anything you can do to help right now. I’d appreciate it if you just got out of here and let me work. Check on Plato for me. He should be getting ready for school about now. I’ll let you know as soon as I know something. Damn it! Neurotransmitter levels are bottoming out. Cordical stimulators!”

“Right,” Baxter said. “I’ll just…be outside. Somewhere.” And he backed out of the door.

“I know I don’t know the captain very well,” Ensign Koltz said, as he leaned over Tilleran with his tricorder, scanning her brain. “But I’d say he’s acting a little strange.”

“He’s been through a lot,” Browning said, tapping on the emitter controls on the cordical stimulator on Tilleran’s forhead. “We all have. Stimulators ready. Hit it, Chadway!”

Tilleran and J’hana both twitched suddenly.

“Hit them again!”

“Doctor,” Koltz said, looking up at Browning. “What if we can’t bring them back?”

“That’s not an option,” Browning said, as she watched J’hana’s eyes rapidly moving underneath her eyelids. Tilleran’s were doing the same. Briefly, she wondered what was going on in their minds. Were they conscious of what was happening? Browning decided there was no way to know, and just kept working.



“We are lost, Imzadi,” J’hana said, standing on the edge of a rocky outcropping, overlooking a white desert landscape, complete with a gleaming bright sun shining above in an azure sky. The Andorian and the Betazoid were at the edge of the outcropping, holding hands, looking out over the miles and miles of empty terrain that lay spread out before them, a hundred meters below.

“Lost is just a state of mind, Jan,” Tilleran whispered. “Isn’t this a lovely view?”

“It is a construct, taken from one of our minds. It must be yours, as I have never been to Vulcan.”

“I have,” Tilleran said. “And this isn’t Vulcan. It’s the Mojave desert. On Earth.”

“It’s not very attractive.”

“It’s beautiful,” Tilleran said with a sigh. “I guess my brain wanted to treat me to one more beautiful sight before it gave out entirely.”

J’hana looked at Tilleran. “Is that what’s happening? Are we both just going to fade out of existence?”

“It seems that way. We’ve lost control of this hallucination. That must mean that there’s some kind of malfunction in the world out there.” She pointed up at the sky. “Wherever there is.”

“Don’t you think there’s something we can do to help?” J’hana said. “I mean, it is our lives that we’re fighting for. We cannot just give up.”

“That’s precisely what we should do,” Tilleran said. “What’s the point? There’s only hurt and anger out there in the real world. At least here we’re safe here.” She walked toward J’hana and grabbed her hand. “Together.”

J’hana cocked her head and stared long and hard at Tilleran. “You’re still not right, are you?”

“Right?” Tilleran said, and smiled. “I’m more right than I’ve ever been.”

“Stop talking like that!”

“J’hana,” Tilleran said, and faced the Andorian, taking both her hands. “You’re still attached to that world out there. You’ve got to forget about it. Let go.”

“Never!” J’hana shouted, and pushed Tilleran’s hands away. She backed away from the Betazoid. “I cannot just end my existence. Not when there’s so much else to do.”

“What else is there to do, hmm?” Tilleran asked, raising an eyebrow. “Haven’t you already done enough?”

“What do you mean?”

“You’ve done nothing but fight all your life, J’hana. Don’t you want to rest?”

“I don’t need to rest. I need to help the Captain. Help the Explorer. I can’t do that if I’m dead!”

“But what if you had to leave me here?” Tilleran asked. “What if you had to live the rest of your life without me. Would it really be worth it, then?”

“You’re not Tilleran,” J’hana said flatly. “The real Tilleran would want me to live. You seem to be convincing me to die.”

“It would be easier,” Tilleran said, smiling wide and stepping toward J’hana. “You know, it’s so much easier to absorb you humanoids when you’re comatose. The brain doesn’t fight it. You just slip in, like one of your toddlers slipping into a pair of footy pajamas. Isn’t that a pleasing thought?”

“You are the Bast!” J’hana shouted, charging Tilleran and knocking her to the ground.

“That’s a pedantic name for a proud species whose accomplishments predate the existence of your race!” Tilleran said, clawing at J’hana’s face as the Andorian pinned her to the ground, gripping her wrists. “But let’s not fight,” Tilleran cooed. “Wouldn’t you rather…take me? Right here. Right now? I can provide you with a millenium of pleasure. Just give up your puny hold on the real world. It’s not all it’s cracked up to be, you know.”

“Never!” J’hana spat, wrapping her hands around Tilleran’s throat and choking her.

“You’re killing your Imzadi!” Tilleran giggled playfully as J’hana choked her. Then, with a blnk, the Betazoid’s black eyes became yellow and slitted, and with unbecoming strength she pushed J’hana off.

J’hana rolled onto the ground, sitting on her backside, astonished. She stared at Tilleran, as she flipped her body up into a crouch with inhuman flexibility. She smiled, letting out a long, luxurious purr as she stretched out, and her hands became clawed, and her long,dark hair turned orange. Triangular ears poked out at the top of her head, and she sniffed at J’hana with a wriggling pink nose that sprouted whiskers, as she edged forward, a long, orange tail swirling behind her.

“Do you like me this way?” she cooed.

“Yes, but that’s not the point!” J’hana said, rising to her feet. “I do not know what your plans are, but you will assuredly fail!”

“What if I told you we’ve already won?”

“I wouldn’t believe you.”

Tilleran inched even closer, running one taloned finger along the side of J’hana’s face. “What if I told you I could promise you a most honorable death?”

J’hana stared long and hard at the catlike Tilleran, and her expression suddenly softened. “I would…listen to you.”

“I knew you would,” Tilleran giggled.

“Bitch!” a voice called out, and J’hana was startled to see Ariel Tilleran, without cat features, rise up behind the other Tilleran and clobber her in the head with a large rock, sending her in a heap to the ground. The cat-Tilleran struggled to rise up, but Tilleran knelt in front of her and brought the rock down repeatedly on her head. “I…hate it…when…the…bad guys…look… like me!” she cried as she smashed the rock repeatedly into the other Tilleran, until finally it just disappeared…leaving nothing but a faint grey scorch mark behind on the sandy ground.

“Ari…” J’hana said softly, grabbing Tilleran’s arms and lifting her to her feet. “Where have you been?”

“Looking for you!” Tilleran said, tossing the rock down to the ground. “Can I just tell you, my brain is huge! It took forever to get through it.”

“I agree,” J’hana said. “Have you any idea of how to get out of here?”

“I’ve been working on it ever since I lost consciousness. Have you been here long?”

J’hana wasn’t sure. “It feels like it,” she said.

Tilleran tiptoed out to the edge of the cliff and looked down at the rocky ground hundreds of meters below. “Jan, I hate to say it, but I think I may have an idea of what my subconscious has planned for us.”

“Please, do clue me in,” J’hana said.

“I think we have to jump.”

“Pardon?”

“Down there,” Tilleran said. “Don’t you see? It would be a symbol of ending this existence. We’d splatter on the ground, and, for all intents and purposes, leave this existence.”

“With a splat,” J’hana emphasized.

“Right. But, after the splat, we’d wake up.”

J’hana nodded, looking out at the still, white, desert landscape. “What is the alternative?”

Tilleran put her hands on her hips. “We stay here and have a picnic.”

“Fine.” J’hana grabbed Tilleran’s hand. “Then we jump, Imzadi.”

“I knew you’d see it my way.” She inched toward the edge of the outcropping, J’hana beside her. “Are you ready, J’hana?”

“Are you sure about this Ariel?”

“No.”

“Then I’m ready.”

“No regrets?” Tilleran asked softly.

“I regret nothing!” J’hana shouted and lept, dragging Tilleran behind her.

And Tilleran and J’hana fell, and fell.

Then, splat.



J’hana and Tilleran sat bolt upright at the exact same time, causing Koltz to shriek in dismay, and causing Dr. Browning to choke on her ham sandwich.

“Urk!” Browning coughed, swallowing hard and staring at the readouts as she put her sandwich down on a nearby tray. “J’hana, Tilleran… how?”

“How is not important,” J’hana said. She looked around Sickbay. “We are alive, and that is what matters.”

Koltz stared at the two of them blankly. “Are you two…all right?”

“No,” Tilleran said, and slid off the biobed. “But it doesn’t matter. We have to talk to the Captain. The Bast are yet to come, and we’ve got to stop them.”

Browning held up her hands, stopping Tilleran and J’hana in their tracks. “Wait a minute. I need to look you two over before I let you out of Sickbay. Make sure there are no lingering aftereffects of your…mind trip.”

“But we have to act before it’s too late!” Tilleran pleaded.

“I’m afraid it already is,” Browning said.



“Where are we going, Uncle Andy?” Plato asked, as he and Baxter walked down the corridor.

“To find a place to hide out for a while,” Baxter said simply.

“Hide out from what?”

Baxter knelt beside Plato, looking in the shorter boy’s eyes. “The Explorer is on a very special mission. It could get dangerous. I need you…where I can call on you, in case things get to hectic.”

“You’re going to hide me so I don’t get hurt,” Plato said.

“You’re getting too damn smart,” Baxter sighed. “You could have at least humored me.”

“Don’t you think that’s a little childish?” Plato asked.

“Touche,” Baxter said.

“So where are we going?”

“The safest place I know,” Baxter said, walking up to a door and pushing the call button. The door slid open to reveal Chaka’kan.

“Ah, Captain,” the Jem’Hadar said. “Are you here to retrieve your child? I was just about to wake her and check her diaper.”

“I’m afraid not,” Baxter said. “I need you to take Plato and Steffie and go somewhere safe.”

Chaka’kan nodded. “The tactical situaton onboard ship is getting dire.”

“Glad you’re keeping up.”

“I’ve been watching the intraship news feed,” he affirmed. “And I believe the safest place to hide would be on Deck Forty-Two near the latitudinal impulse generator. It is not one of the more sensitive areas on the ship, and the interference put out by the engine should afford some sensor coverage.”

“I see,” Baxter said. “I’m glad the Dominion left a little Jem’Hadar wilyness in you.”

“Mostly for the purpose of cowering and running, Captain. I also have a terrific new recipe for mushroom casserole I would like to share with you, at the appropriate time.”

“Yum,” Plato said.

“And this is obviously not that time,” Baxter said, pushing Plato toward Chaka’kan. “Go, then. Get to that hiding place. Take whatever supplies you need. You might be there for a while.”

“And where will you be, sir?” Chaka’kan asked, taking Plato by the hand as Baxter walked off.

“Thinking,” Baxter said flatly.



Baxter stood in his quarters, staring out the windows, as he’d been doing a lot recently, trying to make sense of the stars streaming by.

He almost didn’t hear the doors open.

His hand rested comfortably on the phaser holstered on his hip.

“Don’t shoot,” a voice said behind him. “I think that goes with ‘love and honor,’ don’t you?”

Baxter turned to find Counselor Peterman in the doorway. She stepped forward, and the doors closed behind her. “Well?” she asked. “Are you going to put your phaser down, or what?”

He hadn’t noticed. He was aiming his phaser right at her, and it was set on maximum stun. Slowly, Baxter put the weapon down. “You can’t blame me for being cautious.”

“Janice explained to me about the way I’ve been acting,” Peterman said. “I even remember some of it.”

“I figured,” Baxter said, putting the phaser back in its holster and sitting down on his recliner, swiveling it to face the windows.

“Where’s Steffie?” Peterman asked. “Shouldn’t she be up from her nap by now?”

“I took her to Chaka’kan. He’s taken her to an out-of-the-way place on the ship.”

“Good idea,” Peterman said. “Keep her out of harm’s way as long as we can.”

“Yeah,” Baxter said hoarsely. “Something like that.”

Peterman walked to the couch and sat down, facing Baxter. “You know, Andy, some might say you’re taking this a bit too hard.”

“My ship’s in jeopardy, Kelly.”

“As it’s been a million times before. There’s more than that. Something’s wrong with you.” Peterman leaned forward, touched Baxter’s arm. “And I’m sensing it has something to do with me.”

Baxter resisted the urge to pull away. He turned a little to face her. “You have some telepathic abilities left over from your mind meld with the cat?”

“No,” Peterman said. “I have a mind meld with you. It’s called marriage, remember?”

Baxter’s face softened. “I…read your book.”

“My…? Oh, yeah. The book I was writing, when Fritz first started controlling me.” She blinked thoughtfully. “I can’t remember much of that.”

“Let me refresh your memory,” Baxter said, turning fully to face his wife. “You called it ‘Falling Out of Love: The Quarter Life Crisis and the Modern Twenty-Fourth Century Woman.’”

“Not a very catchy title,” Peterman said, rubbing her chin. “I’d have come up with something better than that. Then again, what do you expect? My cat wrote it.”

“You talked about how you weren’t happy with this marriage,” Baxter said. “That you were stuck in a rut. That your career was all just based on following me around. You were losing your identity. You needed to branch out. Get time to yourself.”

Peterman nodded. “I also carried on long, meaningful talks with a cat. I wasn’t altogether with it, Andy!”

“So there’s no basis of truth in any of that?”

“Well,” Peterman said, leaning back. “Maybe there’s…a teeny little bit of basis.”

“Uh-huh,” Baxter said. “But you didn’t bother to talk to me about it.”

“Because it wasn’t enough of a problem to matter. I’m happy with you, Andy, I…”

“You wouldn’t have written all that if you were happy. Damn it, Kelly, I can’t do anything to help you if you don’t tell me what’s wrong with you. And you picked a fine time to pour your feelings out.”

“Maybe you shouldn’t have read the book,” Peterman said. “If I recall, I told you it was private. I was revising it. I was probably going to do something about that title.”

“If I hadn’t read the book, I’d never know how you were feeling.” Baxter stood up and headed for the door. “But I’m glad I know now. Now I won’t be surprised when you leave me. When it gets to be more than you can bear. Where you actually have to physically leave the ship to get some perspective, some direction.”

“Now when did I ever say that?” Peterman said, standing, moving to follow Baxter.

“Chapter Fifteen, page two hundred and four,” Baxter said, and walked out.



J’hana paced back and forth in front of the specimen chamber that sat atop Tilleran’s worktable, as the Betazoid sat a nearby station and reviewed the information on her monitor screen.

“When will it wake up,” she snapped.

“When the stabilizing drugs run through its system,” Tilleran said. “Are you in any hurry to deal with that thing? Look at what it’s done to us.”

“It almost killed us,” J’hana said, sneering at the cat. “Not to mention the number of times it clawed at my face. I’ve been doing battle with that cat daily for six years. Now I find it’s being controlled by a nefarious alien race. And you don’t expect me to be itching for some payback?”

“Commander Richards was very specific,” Tilleran said. “All we’re supposed to do is interrogate it. Gather information.”

“Then vaporize it.”

<I assure you, Lieutenant, that won’t be necessary,> a voice said smoothly, filling the Andorian’s brain. She whirled toward Fritz, yanking her phaser out and aiming it at the cat in the specimen tank.

“It speaks!”

“Yes,” Tilleran said, turning toward it and pulling out her tricorder. “On a purely telepathic level. It’s like a telepathic all-call.”

J’hana walked toward Fritz, pointing her phaser at it. “Tell us everything you know, or I’ll kill you.”

<That would be quite pointless,> the cat replied, though his mouth didn’t move. It merely stared at J’hana, looking curious. <First of all, my knowledge would exceed every databank on this ship. Secondly, this body is just a vessel. Destroy it, and you do nothing to harm the Bast. My consciousness will merely seek a different host. Perhaps one of those nice Pomeranians…>

“Why can’t you inhabit a person?” Tilleran asked. “You seemed to only be able to influence Counselor Peterman, and block my telepathic abilities. But couldn’t you have taken any of us over with your…consciousness?”

<Unfortunately, the Bast are only able to inhabit creatures with simple brains. At least, creatures from your part of the galaxy. I must admit, your brains are among the most complex we’ve ever seen…for humanoids. We are still working out some kinks in the procedure.>

“And when you work out the kinks?” J’hana demanded.

<We shall absorb you, like we’ve done so many other races before. It is simply a matter of the food chain. You do understand that simple concept, don’t you? Survival of the fittest? Of course, in this case, it’s survival of the smartest, and oldest.>

“How old are the Bast?” Tilleran asked. “Fifteen million, twenty million years old?”

<You’ll have to go back a lot further than that to find our origins, Commander, although all that is somewhat irrelevant, considering your current plight.>

“And what plight would that be?” Captain Baxter asked, walking into the science lab.

“Captain,” Tilleran said with a nod.

“Tilleran, J’hana. Good to have you guys back with us,” Baxter said, taking a deep breath. “Fritz. Glad to speak with you at last.”

<I wish I could say the same,> the cat replied. <However, your nightly naked strolls through our cabin prevent me from having any more than a cursory respect for you. I’m sure you understand.>

“I understand that you’re trying to destroy us,” Baxter said, edging nearer the specimen case. “And I want to know why.”

<Short-sighted as ever, Captain,> Fritz said. <I’m surprised you didn’t grasp the fullness of our plan when you spoke with Doctor Leonardo. He did fill you in, didn’t he?>

“He mentioned something about the annihilation of the human race,” Baxter said, looking uneasily at Tilleran and J’hana. “I just assumed that was crazytalk.”

<You assumed wrong,> Fritz said. <The Bast will destroy your way of life as you know it. Your bodies will still live and function. You will still reproduce, and eat, and drink, and dance, and laugh. But it won’t be you living those lives anymore.> The cat actually grinned, its ears perking up and its tail swishing. <It will be us.>

Baxter chuckled dryly at Fritz, then turned around. “Not a chance, furball!” he cried, smashing his fist through the clear specimen tank and yanking Fritz out through it. He held the cat aloft, screaming at it. “You tell me how to get my ship back! You tell me how to stop these Bast! I’m through f***ing playing around!”

<Ever seen a ball of yarn?> Fritz’s voice calmly echoed in Baxter’s mind.

“Yeah.”

<You’re the yarn!> And the cat swiped a paw across Baxter’s face, causing him to drop it. Then it scurried across the floor toward the doorway as Baxter turned towards it, phaser drawn.

But J’hana was already on top of the cat, wrestling it to the ground.

“SHHHEeeeeeeeeeeeeearrgh!” J’hana growled, rolling on the ground with the cat as it hissed and scratched at her. “I will kill you, evil feline!”

Suddenly a phaser blast arced over J’hana, and she looked up, her hands wrapped around Fritz’s neck.

Baxter just shook his head. “Like he said, it’s not worth it. Just put him in a containment field. We have bigger cats to fry.”

<Try as you might, you will not be able to stop us,> Fritz’ voice echoed in each person’s mind as Tilleran placed him in another specimen chamber. <You will not even be able to slow us down.>

“We’ll see about that,” Baxter said, and headed out of the science lab, leaving Tilleran to clean up the mess.

“Captain,” J’hana called after Baxter. “How do you expect to stop these…things?”

“Simple. We let them catch us.”



Fifteen minutes later, Counselor Peterman walked into the observation lounge, where the whole senior staff was gathered. Baxter, Richards, Vansen, Browning, Hartley, Tilleran, and J’hana. She was somehow heartened to see everyone back together, since recent events had seemed to be working to split the crew apart.

“Now then,” Baxter said, standing at the front of the table. “You know the Bast want to somehow absorb our species. Take it over. And it very well seems they’re going to use our ship as a means to do that.”

“When you say species, do you think that just means humans?” Hartley asked.

“No, I’m saying species as in plural.”

“Species is the plural of species?” Browning asked.

“Yes,” Baxter said. “But that’s not important right now. What is important is that we let the Bast succeed.”

“Oh, brilliant,” Vansen said. “Why don’t we invite the Borg to come join in while we’re at it? And what’s the Dominion up to lately?”

“Look,” Baxter said. “Hartley has figured out a way to unlock the computer, and give us access of that ship back. I’m going to have her do that. But we’re going to stay on course. What’s the alternative? We run away, and hope they don’t come to finish the job they started? Isn’t it likely they’ll just try again, with some other ship? Do you really want to be responsible for that?”

“Um…no?” Richards offered.

“That’s right,” Baxter said. “So we get inside that Bast ship and do as much damage as we can. We’re good at that, right?”

“Damn straight,” J’hana growled. “I for one am with the captain. We destroy the Bast, by whatever means necessary, even if it means destroying ourselves as well.” She smiled. “Especially if it means destroying ourselves!”

“Of course you would say that,” Vansen muttered. “You’re suicidal and stupid. As for the rest of us…”

“I say we do it,” Richards said. “If for no other reason than nobody thinks we can do it. I mean, we are still the laughing stock of Starfleet, right?”

“Last time I checked,” Tilleran said.

“Then let’s show them otherwise,” Browning said. She turned to Baxter. “We’re with you, Captain.”

“Good,” Baxter said, a little drily, and looked around at his crew. “Maybe I don’t say this enough, but I think it’s understood that I think a lot of all of you.” His eyes passed over Peterman. “All of you. Let’s go.”

The group poured out of the observation lounge, but Baxter didn’t move.

Peterman didn’t move either. She looked up at the captain. “Andy…”

“We don’t have time to discuss this, Kelly,” Baxter said. He stood and headed for the exit. “After all this madness is over, we’ll get separated, if that’s what you really want.”

“You can’t believe that’s what I want,” Peterman said, standing up and walking behind Baxter. “Not by any stretch of the imagination.”

“That’s what you put in your book,” Baxter said, his back to her.

“How many times do I have to tell you? My thoughts and feelings were warped, twisted, exploited.”

“They were still your thoughts and feelings,” Baxter said, and walked out onto the bridge.

President Dillon was standing there, at the center of the bridge, watching the senior staff take their positions. Peterman and Browning stepped up to the quarterdeck, and leaned against the railing that surrounded the command chairs.

“Captain,” Bradley said. “I trust you had a productive staff meeting?”

“It was productive, all right,” Baxter said. “Step aside, sir.”

Bradley graciously moved to the side to allow Baxter, Richards, and Vansen to take their seats in the command area. “Captain, let me be the first to extend the olive branch. I realize relations between us have been strained of late. But now that we are on a singular heading, on a unified course, I think it’s appropriate that we…bury the hatchet, as it were. Don’t you?”

“We’re going to bury the hatchet all right,” Baxter said.

“In the Bast,” Richards affirmed.

“I…don’t understand.”

Hartley swung in behind the engineering console and sat down. “I’ve got all power systems under my command.”

“Loading torpedo bays,” J’hana said. “Standing by on phasers and transferring all power to the deflector’s emitter array.”

“We can also channel some negative ion energy out of the Bussard ramscoops,” Tilleran suggested.

“Good idea,” Hartley said brightly. “I’ll dispatch a crew to set that up.”

“What…what are you all doing?” Bradley asked, looking around the bridge.

“Preparing to give the Bast a hell of a fight,” Baxter said, steepling his fingers and putting them to his mouth. “You have any suggestions to add to the mix?”

“Just that such an act would be pure folley on your part,” Bradley said, his voice a little unsteady. “Not only are the Bast significantly more advanced than we are, they have total control over our computers…”

Baxter looked back at Hartley. “Commander?”

Hartley tapped a few controls on her panel. “Initiating core restart. We should have full computer control in another couple minutes. Weapons and tactical already at our control.”

“But Captain, how…?”

“I have a good crew, Mister President. A crew that’s going to defend this ship. And defend our quadrant. You may want to take a seat. This should be a good show.”

Bradley’s fingers worked in and out of fists. “Captain, this is not a game. This is a once in a lifetime chance to make a connection with a vastly intelligent species. We can use diplomacy to…”

“I think their intentions are already known,” Vansen said.

“But we have the advantage,” Richards continued. “Because I doubt they’ll be prepared for us to put up a fight.”

“We will be prepared,” J’hana intoned.

Baxter looked up at Bradley. “It was a very productive staff meeting.”

“You’re all fools,” Bradley said, walking up to the aft turbolift, where his entourage of security guards was waiting for him.

“You’re not going to stay around for the fireworks?” Baxter asked.

“I am going to a secure section of the ship, like any reasonable person would do.”

“Have a great time,” Baxter said, waving goodbye and turning back to face the viewscreen.

“Bast vessel on sensors, entering weapons range in forty-two seconds,” J’hana reported. She brought the image of the ship up on the viewscreen. It looked like the same ship they faced earlier. The one that was vacant, seemingly powerless.

“Power readings?” Richards asked.

“Off the scale,” Tilleran reported. “This is not the ship we faced before. Then again, I’m not even sure that was a real ship we faced before.”

Baxter turned toward her. “What do you mean?”

“Well, they were able to create an incredibly accurate hologram of an entire civilization. It’s not unreasonable to assume they did the same thing with that ship.”

“Why would they do that?” Vansen asked.

“To tease us, tantalize us. To pique our curiosity further,” Baxter said. “That’s been their game all along. They’ve lured us out there with rumors, tiny bits of evidence. They’ve reeled us in, feeding us clues the whole way.”

“And we took the bait,” Richards said.

“But they’re going to be the ones getting hooked,” Baxter said. “J’hana, don’t do a thing till we’re in the ship.”

“How can you even be sure they’re going to pull us into the ship?” Vansen asked.

“Hunch,” Baxter said, looking at the viewscreen as the huge, copper-colored, saucer-shaped ship loomed on the viewscreen, getting bigger and bigger until it filled the screen. Suddenly, a pair of gigantic doors on the underbelly of the ship began to part. Baxter faced Vansen and smiled. “You were saying?”

“Lucky guess,” Vansen muttered.

“Fritz’s preprogrammed course is taking us right into that aperture,” Madera reported from the helm. “We’re slowing to one-quarter impulse.”

“That’s fine,” Baxter said. “Let them guide us in.”

“Can I shoot yet?” J’hana asked, her fingers trembling over the weapon controls.

“Not yet,” Baxter said.

“Not till we get right in the middle of their belly,” Richards said.

“Like a tapeworm,” Browning added helpfully.

“Do any of you think we’re being hasty?” Peterman asked. “I mean, what if we really can reach out, connect to these people, and make them understand that we don’t mean them any harm?”

“They want to obliterate our species, you imbecile,” Vansen said. “I don’t think we need a Betazoid to figure out what their intentions are.” She looked at Tilleran. “No offense.”

“None taken,” Tilleran said with a nod.

“Of course,” Peterman said. “I guess I must just be a little delirious from all that brainwashing.”

“Should I take you back to Sickbay?” Browning whispered.

“No,” Peterman replied. “I want to be here. This is…this is all my fault.”

“It’s not,” Browning said in a hushed voice. “You had no control over what they were doing to you.”

“It’s still my fault. And there’s more…”

“Really?” Browning asked. “Like what?”

“There’s no time to go into it,” Peterman said, as suddenly the Explorer shook.

“They’re latching on with some kind of umbilical device,” Tilleran said. “They’re using magnetospheric struts to lock us into place.”

Richards leaned toward Baxter. “We’re in,” he said.

“So we are,” Baxter said. “J’hana, prepare to power up the weapons.”

“Prepared,” J’hana said with a low growl. “Bring it on, Captain.”

“Wait for it,” Baxter said, standing.

Richards looked over at Tilleran. “Are they making any attempt to contact us?”

“No messages coming in on any subspace or conventional band,” she said. “And I’m not picking up anything telepathically. Then again, I’m still not quite at full strength.”

“That’ll have to be good enough,” Baxter said. “We don’t want to give them a chance to hook into our systems.” He looked back at J’hana. “Lieutenant…”

“You mean it?”

He nodded. “Hit them with everything you’ve got.”

And J’hana did.

The Explorer let loose with a fury of quantum torpedoes and rapid- fire phasers. Beams lashed out of the deflector dish, and a red spray of ionizing radiation shot forth from the Bussard ramscoops.

Plumes of explosions lit up the viewscreen from every angle. Every deck of the ship shook as it unleashed volley upon volley. The torpedoes were rigged to carve their way deep into the ship before exploding, giving maximum clearance from the ship so as not to damage it. J’hana’d already raised the shields.

“Multiple impacts everywhere inside the ship,” Hartley reported. “We’re really running through our weapons supplies, too.”

J’hana was madly tapping at her panel. “Doing my best to unload the clip, Captain!”

Baxter clenched his fist. “Let them have it, J’hana.”

“Phasers overheating. We’re almost out of quantums,” Hartley called out.

“Switch to photons. Tap into the Escort’s weapons supply if you have to,” Richards said.

“Phaser power draining rapidly,” J’hana said. “Banks almost exhausted.”

“Ease off,” Baxter replied. “I think we’ve gotten their attention, at the very least.”

Vansen turned to Tilleran. “Can you tell how much we bloodied their nose, Commander?”

“Sensors are having difficulty penetrating their bulkheads,” Tilleran said, running her fingers over her panel. “There’s definite damage. Power fluctuations everywhere. But I can’t tell where at, and how much of it. And I still can’t read any definitive life signs.”

“Well, we’ve done what we can do,” Baxter said. “Time to get while the getting’s good. Madera, bring us full about, all ahead full impulse.”

Madera tapped on her console. “Captain, helm isn’t responsive. We’re still moored to their docking clamps.”

“Unmoor us!” Richards said, leaping out of his seat and running over to the helm.

Hartley slapped her panel. “It’s those damn magnets. They’re using a polarizing field I’ve never seen before.”

“Can you take them out with the phasers, J’hana?” Baxter asked.

“If we had any phasers left,” J’hana said.

Suddenly the Explorer shook again.

“Hull breach on deck twenty-six!” Hartley called out. “Forcefields unresponsive.”

“What are they doing?” Vansen demanded.

“Another hull breach,” Hartley reported. “Deck thirty-seven. They’re breaking through with some kind of tunneling conduits. Tapping into our power systems. Damage control, weapons and tactical…everything’s getting overriden.”

“General quarters,” Richards ordered. “Everyone but essential personnel report to your quarters and stay put!”

“Mister Sefelt,” Baxter said, looking to Lt. Howard Sefelt, who’d been gnawing on his fist most of this time. “Initiate security lockout, level one. Don’t let them get into our systems!”

“All hands, this is Commander Richards,” the first officer called out. “Intruder Alert. Remain at general quarters. All security personnel report to positions immediately.”

“Maximum-level encryption initiated, sir,” Sefelt reported cooly.

“Howard?” Peterman asked. “You don’t sound scared at all.”

“It’s because I’ve become so frightened I’ve lost my grip on reality, Counselor,” Sefelt said. “Please don’t try to convince me any of this is real. I might really lose it then.”

“Keep dreaming, Lieutenant,” Baxter said, then looked back at Hartley. “Well?”

“We halted their advances into our systems,” Hartley said. “But not before they got major control of the power distribution nets. We’re losing power everywhere.”

As if on cue, the bridge lights flickered, then dimmed to emergency red. The viewscreen, which displayed nothing but smoke and sparks of the interior Bast hangar bay, suddenly blinked off.

Baxter looked around as, one by one, each console went dark.

J’hana slammed her fist into her panel. “We are powerless, Captain!”

“No we’re not, J’hana,” Baxter said. “They’ve just changed the landscape of the war. Break out the phaser rifles.”

“Captain,” Vansen said, walking up to Baxter. “You know I don’t respect you. I think you’re an idiot. And I really don’t care if you live or die. But I care greatly if I live or die. And you’re suggesting we go into man to man combat with…with a race whose physical nature is completely unknown to us. They don’t even register on sensors. And you want us to just charge off this ship and take them on?”

“No,” Baxter said. “We’ve gone to them. It’s their turn to come to us. We’re simply going to defend this ship.” He looked around. “Now everybody grab a weapon and clear the bridge. We’re moving to a better location.”

“Is there such a thing right now?” Peterman asked, grabbing Baxter’s arm as everyone poured into the nearest turbolift.

“We’ll see.”



“What’s up?” Mirk Hartley said, as the bridge crew filed into the Constellation Club. “Did somebody reserve this place for a party without telling me?”

“We need your bar as an emergency shelter and command post,” Baxter said, his phaser rifle slung over his shoulder. “That going to be a problem?”

Mirk scratched his head. “Emergency what? Command huh?”

“Damn!” Lt. Commander Hartley said, stepping in front of Baxter to face Mirk. “I knew there was something I forgot to do.”

“You didn’t tell Mirk about the Bast,” Baxter said.

“Nope.” Hartley looked at Mirk. “Look, Mirk…”

“Let me guess. We’re being overtaken over by a Bast ship.”

“Essentially,” Hartley said. “Only we’re inside that Bast ship, and we tried to destroy it from within, but that seemed to only make them mad. And now they’ve locked our ship up inside theirs and are trying to take control of all our vital systems.”

“Figures,” Mirk said.

“How does it figure?” Hartley asked.

Mirk pointed out the large, rectangular windows at the front of the club, which showed the vast inner hangar of the Bast ship, which currently was smoking and burning in ruins from the Explorer’s weapons fire. “I can see everything through those windows.”

“We can use tables to barricade the windows,” J’hana said, flipping a table over and slamming it against a pair of windows. Silverware, plates, and other table dressings clattered to the floor.

“Yeah, like that’s really going to help with anything,” Vansen said.

“You never know,” Richards said, and helped J’hana flip over another table. “It doesn’t hurt to be ready for anything in a situation like this.”

“I need a drink,” Peterman said, heading to the bar. “Who’s with me?”

“Do you really think that’s appropriate right now?” Baxter asked, watching Peterman step behind the bar.

“This is a bar still, isn’t it?”

Mirk shrugged.

“I think Kelly has an excellent idea,” Browning said, joining Peterman behind the bar. “Considering how frayed our nerves are right now, we could all use a bit of loosening up.”

“Yes, I almost forgot Starfleet’s seminar on combat drunkeness,” Vansen muttered, flipping a chair around and squatting on it. “Somebody let me know when I can shoot something. Otherwise, I’m going to sit right here.”

“There’s not much we can do for now. It’s up to the Bast to make the next move.” Baxter glanced around the dimly-lit, red-tinted club. In many ways, it reminded him of the evening’s Mirk liked to call “Rave Night.”

Once tables had been pushed up against every window, Richards and J’hana returned to the center of the Club. “What if the next move is killing us?” Richards asked.

“Then we will kill them back,” J’hana said simply.

“That’s my J’hana,” Tilleran said with a grin, folding her arms. “Hey, Counselor. Let me have some of whatever you’re having.”

Dr. Browning emerged from behind the bar with a dusty bottle of orange-colored liquid. “There isn’t much back here to speak of, and since the replicators are down we’re going to have to go with the real stuff. I think this is Tellarite Sherry.”

“I have some kanar in the back,” Mirk said, as Peterman set a row of glasses up on the bar. “And a little Vulcan Infinite Absurdity mix.”

“This’ll do nicely,” Browning said, pouring the murky brown sherry into the glasses. “Let’s all drink to victory.”

Baxter paced in front of the bar, cradling his phaser rifle. “Isn’t it a little early for the victory party?”

Browning leaned forward against the bar. “Just being optimistic, Andy.”

“Yeah,” Peterman said, sipping from her glass. “There hasn’t been a lot of that around here lately.”

“I wonder why,” Baxter harrumphed and walked away.

Browning picked up her glass and downed it in one swallow. “Okay, Kelly. Story.”

“I sort of wrote a book about wanting to spend some time away from Andy,” Peterman blurted out in one breath.

“I can see how that might upset him,” Browning said, scratching her head as she filled her glass again. “Guys have a way of overreacting about, you know, divorce.”

“I don’t want to divorce him,” Peterman said, filling her glass again. “Divorced people are pathetic, lowlife…” Suddenly she met eyes with Vansen, who’d walked up behind Browning.

“You were saying?” she asked.

“Um…I was going to say ‘lowlife failures,’ but I didn’t really like the ring of that.”

Vansen grabbed the bottle from Browning and poured herself a glass of the thick, pungent sherry. “Maybe I just have the guts to admit when my marriage is over. Sometimes you just have to pronounce death. Am I right, Doc?”

Browning smiled politely. “This sure is some good liquor.”

Lt. Susan Madera pulled up a seat at the bar. “I know it’s a bad time to ask you all this, but have you guys decided yet if you want to be my bridesmaids?”

“You know, I’d love to…but I think I’m going to be busy that night,” Browning said quickly, and ducked out from behind the bar, heading over to a dark corner of the club.

“Did I say something wrong?” Madera asked, glancing back at Browning.

Peterman tossed back another glass of sherry. “Only everything, honey. Want a drink?”

“Please.”



Baxter peered over one of the upturned tables and looked out over the expansive interior of the Bast ship. The vessel was strangely quiet. Occasionally, a chunk of debris would float by, or the ship would rumble slightly, as if the Explorer were just settling into its metal trap. The silence on the part of the Bast was beginning to drive Baxter crazy. There was nothing. No hostile takeover. No attempt at extermination by radiation or gas. No move to do anything. Baxter idly wondered whether or not they’d crippled the Bast more than he first realized.

“Is it just me,” a voice said from behind him. “Or does it seem like we’ve crippled the Bast more than we realized?”

“It’s just you, Chris,” Baxter said, as Richards stepped up next to him.

“You all right?”

“I’m fine.”

“Want to talk about it?”

“There’s nothing to talk about. We’ve just got to hold our ground. Keep the ship safe. No biggie.”

“I wasn’t talking about the Bast.”

“What do you know?”

“I know you think you read something incriminating in Kelly’s book. Which would be all well and good, if she hadn’t been brainwashed by her cat.”

“It does seem to keep coming back to that, doesn’t it?” Baxter asked. “It doesn’t matter. All that is immaterial if we can’t make it out of this mess.”

“There’s no question we will,” Richards said.

Baxter looked at him. “How can you be so sure?”

“Because I happen to know that fate looks out for us.”

“Fools, little children, and ship’s named Enterprise?” Baxter asked with a small smile.

“We’re not little children, and this isn’t the Enterprise,” Richards replied. “But I think we’ll find a way out of this, even if we have to fall ass-backwards into it.”

“Have you noticed something?” Baxter asked, looking back at Richards. “We haven’t heard a peep out of our President.”

“Maybe he’s trying to establish contact with them,” Richards suggested.

Baxter straightened. “You don’t think he’d….”

“Yeah, he would,” Richards said, and was already heading for the door, grabbing his phaser rifle off a nearby table.

“J’hana. Tilleran. You two are with us,” Baxter called out. “The rest of you sit tight. Vansen: You’re in charge.”

“Where are you going?” Peterman called after Baxter.

“To hail the chief.”



“The President is busy right now,” the voice of Gisele, Bradley Dillon’s personal assistant, said over the comm unit outside the door to his suite…which occupied an entire deck of the Explorer.

“I want to talk to him,” Baxter said.

“He’s indisposed.”

“Well undispose him,” Richards said. “And get him out here so we can speak with him.”

“Maybe I can relay a message for you…”

Baxter leaned down toward the call panel. “He’s not there anymore, is he?”

“Your internal sensors are offline, Captain. I don’t think you can make that determination without them.”

“Wrong,” Baxter said. “I don’t need internal sensors to know what Dillon did. That goddamn fool went off to that Bast ship to try to make contact with them, didn’t he?”

“I can neither confirm nor deny that, sir. You would do well, however, to speak of the President with more respect.”

“Yeah,” Baxter said, turning around. “I’m going to respect the hell out of him as soon as I get my hands on him.”

“Talk to you later,” J’hana said politely as the group headed back down the corridor.

“Flirt,” Tilleran said with a grin.

“J’hana,” Baxter said. “Take point. Take us to the nearest airlock. And be ready to blast the next thing that moves into smithereens.”

“Including our President?”

“Especially our President,” Richards muttered.



“Well, I don’t know about you guys,” Vansen said, looking around the Constellation Club. “But I’m not comfortable with sitting tight.”

“You just hate following orders, don’t you?” Browning asked.

“When they don’t make sense,” Vansen said. “I for one would like to try busting out of this place.”

“And just how do you expect to do that?” Peterman asked.

“Plowing out at full impulse would be my first choice,” Vansen said.

“How?” Madera asked.

Vansen turned to Hartley, who’d been listening to the conversation thoughtfully. “Certain engineers come to mind.”

“I could do it,” Hartley said. “I just need to tap directly into the systems and navigate a command path around the Bast technology. Technically, it’s possible. Unless, of course, their technology is far beyond ours.”

“Which, by all accounts, it is,” Browning said.

“Well, we’re going to try,” Vansen said. “The Captain did something wise for a change and left me in charge. So we go. You need any personnel to help you, Hartley?”

“Just an assistant,” Hartley said, grinning back at Mirk.

Mirk unbuttoned his dinner jacket and tossed it on a nearby chair. “Till death do us part.”

“Let’s hope we don’t have to test that,” Hartley said, as Vansen led them out of the Club.

“And what the hell do we do in the meantime?” Peterman asked, standing in between Browning and Madera. Sefelt had taken up a fetal position behind the bar.

“Probably gossip and whine about your relationships, but honestly I don’t care what you do,” Vansen called over her shoulder.

“How do you like that,” Browning muttered as the group left the Constellation Club.

“She’s totally wrong about us,” Madera said testily. “That’s not all we do.”

“Not at all,” Peterman said, and grabbed another glass, filling it with sherry. “So… did anybody notice a weird vibe going on between Tilleran and J’hana?”



“Is there some kind of vibe going on between you guys?” Baxter asked, as he and Richards led the way into the Bast ship. The corridors were empty, and according to Richards, looked much the same as the corridors of the vessel he’d investigated earlier, the one that now seemed to be only a holographic copy of the original. Yet there still were no lifesigns, no signs of beings inside.

“I don’t know what you mean,” Tilleran said. “We’re just really good friends.”

“Yeah, you used that one up about two years ago,” Richards said. “We’re all on to you.”

“Be on us if you like, Commander,” J’hana chortled. “But you may not like the results.”

“I was actually talking about more recently,” Baxter said. “You guys just seem…closer.”

J’hana took Tilleran’s hand. “We went through a near-death experience. That does bring couples closer. Captain, I take it you are analyzing our relationship because yours is crumbling before your eyes?”

Baxter’s face seemed to deflate. “Um…no, I was just trying to make conversation.”

“Real smooth, J’hana,” Richards said, as Tilleran’s tricorder began to beep.

“Picking up some strange power readings down the corridor,” Tilleran said.

Baxter looked down the dim corridor. “Ours or theirs?”

“Indeterminate,” Tilleran said. “We’ve got to get closer.”

“Great,” Baxter mumbled. “I don’t really want to get closer.”

“We must find the President,” J’hana said. “Before he does something foolish.”

“No kidding,” Tilleran said. “I wonder what he expects to get out of this whole thing.”

“Trade agreements,” Baxter said. “Fame, fortune. He’s risking all our lives for that. Boy, when I get my hands on him…”

“You’ll what, sir?”

“I’ll order you to beat him up,” Baxter said, clearing his throat nervously, as he pressed on down the corridor.

“Doesn’t someone think it’s a bit fishy that we haven’t run into some kind of welcoming committee?” Richards asked.

“No,” Baxter said. “Fritz explained that the Bast want to absorb the human race. It’s very possible that, at the moment, they don’t have corporeal bodies.”

“What do they have then,” J’hana asked with a chuckle. “Battle droids?”

Baxter gulped. “Let’s hope not.”

“Well, they’ve got to find some way to get to us,” J’hana said.



“So…who do you think is crazier?”

Dr. Doug Leonardo leaned back on his bunk, staring at the ceiling of the brig as Dr. Jarvay Ranowat sat, crosslegged, on the floor and drew little shapes with his fingers into the carpet.

“You, by a long shot, sir,” Leonardo said. “If you were an animal, I’d have put you down long ago.”

“Aren’t humans nothing but big, clean animals?” Ranowat asked with a smile.

“You’re insane,” Leonardo said calmly. “Utterly insane.”

“Isn’t it nice we can hang out together now that the forcefields have fallen?”

“I don’t think nice is the word,” Leonardo said. “But it’s convenient. Unfortunately, I can’t think of anywhere I’d actually want to go at the moment.”

“Want to see what I drew? It’s a cat!”

Leonardo sat up. “You drew a cat?”

“No. There’s a real, live cat…right there! Ahhhhh…I’m scared of it!” Ranowat cried, and ran over to the security console, jumping on top of it.

<You should be scared,> the voice of Fritz echoed in Ranowat’s and Leonardo’s brains. <My dear, dear Leonardo. How good it is to see you again.>

Leonardo drew his legs up, wrapping his arms around them. “I don’t want to talk to you. I tried to get you to admit your true nature before, but you hid from me.”

Fritz padded up toward Leonardo’s bunk. <That’s because it wasn’t time yet. It’s time now.>

“Time for what?”

<Time for you to spring into action. You’d like that, wouldn’t you?>

“I’m not doing anything you say. You’re not George Saint Fluffersnuggles.”

<Fluffersnuggles died, in a freak catnip accident four years ago,> Fritz said flatly. <But you shouldn’t grieve for him. For the mind that controlled him….the mind that linked with you so many years ago, is alive still, in me. George and I, we were one and the same. When I was born, the consciousness passed on from him to me. I am now the vessel for the Bast, and it’s time I called on you again…>

“I don’t believe you,” Leonardo said, and buried his head in his knees.

Fritz hopped up on the bunk next to Leonardo, and gently nuzzled his head against the pet therapists’ side. <I don’t care what you believe, Doctor. You need only serve me. Will you do that?>

Leonardo’s eyes suddenly went blank and emotionless. He looked down at Fritz and smiled a fake smile. “Yes. Yes, kitty. What a good idea. Let’s go for a walk. Lead the way.” His eyes followed Fritz as the cat hopped off the bunk and headed for the door. “Hmm…what’s that? Oh, yes. I suppose I could find us some weapons somewhere. That will be great fun!”



“Right behind here,” Tilleran said. “Something big.”

Baxter stared at the large pair of doors. “You can’t be more specific than that?”

“Big and dangerous,” Tilleran said. “My mind’s telling me that, and my tricorder’s telling me that. You need any more information?”

“No,” J’hana said, lifting her phaser rifle. “We must go in there.”

“Not so fast,” Richards said. “There could be killer robots in there.”

“Forget the killer robots,” Baxter snapped. “That’s an absurd idea.”

Tilleran tapped a combination into her tricorder, an the door slid open.

The room was bathed in darkness. But in moments, the entire room illuminated. It was a warehouse, full rows upon rows–thousands, maybe tens of thousands–of long, metal tubes, about half the height of a person, with little rectangular windows in front of them. Within the tubes was only glowing, green, undulating electricity. In the middle of the room were a row of flat tables that resembled operating tables, and banks of computer panels, readouts, and robotic armatures.

“See,” Baxter said. “No robots.”

And then six, oval, spiderlegged robots dropped to the deck, surrounding the away team, wielding spindly arms tipped with blades and dangerous-looking rayguns.

“Well, not…many…robots,” Baxter corrected himself.



“Can’t I do something?” Lt. Commander Vansen asked, pacing Engineering as Hartley ran from console to console making adjustments, Mirk hovering beside the master systems display, looking useless.

“No,” Hartley said. “Just let me concentrate.”

“You sure I can’t recall some of your staff?”

“They’d only get in the way,” Hartley said, sliding under the EPS control console and yanking its access panel open. She slithered halfway in and began yanking at circuitry.

Vansen nodded. “Remind me to reassign your staff to an area where they’d actually be useful,” she muttered. “How much longer?”

“I still haven’t figured out the language of the Bast programming that’s infiltrated our systems. If I tweak the settings too much, they’ll end up getting total control of the ship, which I’d kind of like to avoid.”

“Good point,” Vansen said, as her combadge chirped.

“Baxter to Vansen,” the captain’s voice said. There was weapons fire blaring in the background.

“Go ahead,” she said warily.

“You know that robot you fought down on DL-442 a couple months ago?”

“Yeah.”

“Did it have six legs?”

“Yeah.”

“Was it black and silver?”

“Yup, as a matter of fact. Why?”

“Just wondering.”

Vansen sighed. “Captain, do you need help?”

“No. Just stay put. We’ll keep you posted. Good Lord, Chris! Watch out! Baxter out!”



“Finally, I get to shoot things!” J’hana cried with glee, blasting at one of the spindly robots as it advanced on her, then leaping over it, firing behind her and blasting another that was coming toward Tilleran. For each robot she blasted, two more seemed to drop from nests of orbs in the ceiling of the room. They were everywhere.

“So…DL-442,” Richards said breathlessly as he ducked a beam being fired by one of the robots, then blasted it with his phaser rifle. “Bast homeworld?”

“I’ll take that bet,” Baxter said, blasting in a wide arc, taking out two advancing robots.

<You’re half right,> a voice suddenly boomed in everyone’s minds, causing them to drop their weapons and grab the sides of their heads. <That was but one of our many colony worlds. That, like others, has crumbled to dust, and it is time to start anew!>

“It is like Andorian easy listening music, only worse!” J’hana cried, dropping to her knees.

<Thank you for coming into our den. It is so much easier than trying to go get you,> the voice boomed in the din, deep and resonant, much like the voice that came from Fritz.

“What…do you want…with us?” Baxter groaned.

<We’ve said it before,> the voice of the Bast said. <We simply want your bodies. We wish to experiment on them. Is that so wrong?>

“YES!” Richards shouted.

<Oh, shut up and lose consciousness already.>

And all of them did.



“I just want to find myself,” Peterman muttered, shoving her glass into the reclamator and sighing when nothing happened. She forgot most of the Explorer’s systems were currently compromised. “Is that so much to ask?”

“Not at all,” Madera said, turning around and leaning he elbows on the bar. “That’s why I’m getting married. To find myself. And, find Chris, of course…”

“I know how you feel,” Browning agreed. “I’ve been trying to find a man I can trust and love for a long time, to no avail. Christopher’s the closest I’ve come, and he’s not really an option.” She looked at Madera and smiled weakly.

“That’s for sure,” Madera said.

“I know how you feel…” Peterman said softly.

“But you’ve found that love,” Browning said.

“Yes, finding the love sure is good,” Madera said wistfully.

“You have Andy.” Browning smiled, ignoring Madera. “He’s a great guy. He’s a really great guy. Isn’t that enough?”

“Of course it is,” Peterman said. “Well, no it isn’t. I mean…I love Andy. I do and I always will. But he doesn’t define me. I have other things I want to do. Things I want to be a part of that one day might not involve the Explorer.”

“So you’re really thinking of leaving Andy?”

“No. I was thinking…I mean…playing with the idea of leaving the ship. But leaving the ship and leaving my husband are two different things.”

“You might want to explain that to Andy,” Browning said. “He thinks you don’t love him anymore. I can see it in his eyes.”

“I’ve been trying. But all he does is shut me out. He’s just gotten carried away.”

“He’s hurt, Kelly. And can you blame him? The things you said in your book…”

“That wasn’t me. How many times do I have to say that? It was…”

“Fritz!”

“Yes, Fritz!”

“No,” Browning said, pointing out the windows in the doors to the Constellation Club. “Look out there. Coming down the corridor! It’s Fritz!”

“And Leonardo,” Peterman muttered. “That nutjob escaped from the brig. I knew we should have put some security down there.”

Madera gulped. “What should we do?”

“We have to stop him,” Browning said resolutely.

“No, we don’t,” Peterman said, and smiled. She grabbed a hand phaser. “We just have to follow him.”

“What about me?” a voice asked from under the nearby pool table.

“Just keep hiding, Howie,” Madera said.



“Gotta go to the bridge. Gotta go to the bridge,” Dr. Leonardo said, climbing the up the ladder in the vertical Jefferies tube. “Gotta get there. Size things up. Free us. Free us. Free us all!”

<Less talk. More climbing,> Fritz insisted, hanging on to Leonardo’s back, his claws dug in deeply. The doctor, in his current state, didn’t seem to mind.

Finally, after what seemed like an hour, Leonardo pushed his way through the hatch in the floor of the bridge, climbing out, breathless, in the center of the room and looking around at the empty stations.

“We…made it!” he exalted.

<Yes. We made it,> Fritz said, jumping up on the ops console. <Now help me disable this lockout on the Explorer’s systems.>

“Why?” Leonardo asked.

<Because, we have to get access to the Explorer’s transporters in order to start bringing their people on to our ship.>

“Why not use your own transporters?”

The cat licked his whiskers as his paws ran over the ops console. <Our transporters are on the…fritz, as it were. Our maintenance droids are currently trying to fix that. The Explorer did a lot of damage to us before we silenced it.>

“And we’re just getting started,” Counselor Peterman said, standing behind Fritz and Leonardo, with Browning and Madera at her side. She pointed her phaser at Fritz. Browning pointed hers at Leonardo. Madera couldn’t decide who to point her phaser at.

<Ah…my dear, dear Kelly!> Fritz’s mind echoed in Peterman’s brain as he turned from the console. <Maybe you know the proper combination to allow us access to your ship’s systems.>

“Maybe you can bite me,” Peterman said, walking toward Fritz.

<Another time, perhaps. Now, we have work to do. Quite interesting work, too.> Fritz turned back to the ops panel.

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Browning asked, looking from Fritz to Leonardo.

<Can’t divulge that. Sorry.> And the cat continued batting its paws at the panel.

“Cat got your tongue?” Peterman asked distantly, stepping even closer to Fritz. She knelt by it, picked the cat up and held it aloft. “That’s okay. I know what you’re thinking.”

<Impossible!>

Peterman stared into Fritz’s eyes. “I have a special bond with all my pets, Fritz. You should know that. You used it to control me for long enough.”

<And now I’m done with you. So be gone.> Fritz tried to look away, but was transfixed on Peterman’s stare.

“Here’s a shocker for you. It goes both ways!”

<How can it…I mean…it shouldn’t…>

“Maybe not everyone spends their lives around pets like I do,” Peterman said, turning with Fritz toward the Jefferies hatch. “In any event, I know exactly what you’re doing. And you’re going to help me stop it.”

“Stop what?” Madera asked.

“A clue would be nice!” Browning said.

“No time to explain. Shoot Leonardo and let’s go.”

“Awfully sorry,” Browning said, looking back at a confused-looking Leonardo. “Maybe we can have dinner again sometime?” And she shot him in the chest, and he fell unconscious against the ops console. “Kelly, remind me to put a couple footnotes in the Hippocratic oath when this is all over,” Browning said as she and Madera slid down into the Jefferies tube with Peterman and Fritz.



When Captain Baxter opened his eyes, he felt dizzy and disoriented. “Where…where am I?” He looked around, and realized he was strapped to one of the tables in that warehouse like room. The spherical robots had all returned to their perches in the ceiling. Baxter glanced to either side of him, to find Richards, J’hana, and Tilleran all likewise strapped down.

“In one of my darker fantasies,” J’hana said, pulling uselessly at the metal restraints that clasped her ankles and wrists. “Either that, or the Bast are experimenting on us.”

“I’m actually glad it’s the latter,” Richards said. “I think.” He bit his lip. Maybe it would be hot. Him, J’hana, Tilleran…

“You okay, buddy?” Baxter asked, looking over at Richards.

“What? Oh. I was just, um, thinking about how this is a really bad predicament we’re in.”

“No you weren’t. You were fixating on J’hana’s comment and you know it.”

“Look, that’s not the point. We have to get out of this!”

<I am afraid that’s not an option,> that voice rumbled in everyone’s heads.

“Would you stop that and come out here and face us like a man?” Baxter asked. “Or isn’t that the problem? You don’t have any corporeal form!”

<Well, not yet. But that’s all going to change.>

“Aw, poor species!” J’hana spat. “No corporeal form. How sad for you! Poor little babies!”

<SHUT UP! We are going to insert ourselves into each of your bodies…>

“Sounds kinky,” Tilleran said with a giggle.

<I said SHUT UP! Then, eventually, we will absorb the rest of your crew. And then, all of Earth, all of the Alpha Quadrant. You will all further the Bast civilization.>

“What if we don’t want to?” Richards said.

“And don’t you dare say ’resistance is futile,” Baxter said. “The Borg copyrighted that years ago.”

<Well, it is futile,> the Bast voice said haughtily. <Because once our minds inhabit each of your bodies, you will march back into your ship and force each and every one of your crew to undergo the same process.>

“Hey, mister!” a voice called from the doorway to the vast warehouse. “You wouldn’t be looking for a lost cat, would you?” Peterman asked, holding Fritz up by the scruff of his neck. “Look what mommy brought home!”

“Kelly!” Baxter called from his table. “Get out of here! NOW!”

“Can’t do that, Andy,” Peterman said, walking over to Baxter, Fritz curled in her arms. “Because I just had to find you, to be with you again.” She ran a hand along Baxter’s chest. “I’ve got to say, I like you like this.”

Baxter blinked. “Kelly?”

“It’s not her,” Richards said. “Fritz is controlling her again. Don’t listen to anything she says!”

“Your friend Chris has quite the brain on him,” Peterman said, stroking Baxter’s head. “Oh, my sweet captain. How much I would love to take the time to make love to you now, one last time.” She leaned down and whispered in his ear. “But we have so many more important things to do.”

“Like what?” Baxter asked softly, the fear plain in his eyes.

“Like us!” Madera and Browning stood in the doorway, holding phaser rifles.

“Like them!” Peterman said, and tossed the unconscious Fritz to the ground.

<What have you done?>

“Stunned that cat before he had a chance to get a hold of my mind again, for starters!” Peterman said. “Then found out where you were keeping my husband…and these other people, and brought in the big guns.”

“That’s us!” Madera cried.

“Blast anything that isn’t one of us,” Peterman said flatly, looking down at Baxter. “Are you okay, Andy?”

“No, but thanks for asking.”

“Janice! Come over here and help me get everybody untied!”

<You cannot do this,> the voice said in Peterman’s head. <You must help free us. Help us return to our rightful place in the galaxy.>

“Wish I could help,” Peterman said. “But I’ve got a husband to save.”

<Whether you want to help or not, you will.>

Peterman looked up. “How do you figure?”

<Because we still have control of you, whether Fritz is conscious or not. We don’t need those connections anymore. You are our conduit. You will be our gateway.>

“Sounds like…” Peterman said, then her face twitched, and her eyes glazed. “Sounds like fun.” With a far-off look in her eyes, Peterman limply swung her phaser around and blasted Madera, sending the helmsman falling unconscious to the ground as a droid came up from behind a surprised Browning and wrapped its spindly legs around her.

“Susan!” Richards called out.

“Yeah, don’t worry about me, Christopher,” Browning muttered as the robot gripped her tighter in its metal clutches. “I’m fine!”

“The Bast have Counselor Peterman’s mind again,” Tilleran said, her eyes going wide.

“Thanks for clearing that up,” Baxter said, looking at Peterman. “Honey, are you okay?”

“Just dandy, lover,” Peterman said, patting Baxter’s cheek. “Just dandy.”

Suddenly, a hole opened up in the high ceiling of the warehouse, and a many-pronged sphere riddled with green-glowy-tipped spikes descended to a point just above the row of operating tables where Baxter and company lie, and where Browning was tangled up with a droid nearby. It began to hum almost musically.

“So…who wants to have their mind blown first?” Peterman asked cheerily.

“Zhrat,” J’hana muttered.

“And we never even found President Dillon,” Tilleran said flatly.



Federation President Bradley Dillon stepped easily out of the subspace pocket he’d created and palmed the subspace pocket generator in his pocket, pressing the control that caused the breach in normal space to close.

He put his shoulder bag down and looked around the room. Yes. This looked right. The Dinarian he’d interrogated last year had given him a thorough description. It was all as he’d been told. Those blueprints he’d purchased had come at a steep price. But he wasn’t going to miss that moon, anyway. Real estate values in the Dinarian sector had been plummeting, of late.

The room looked like any other lab. Bradley presumed that, at some point, humanoids walked through this ship. And when they did, they used this lab as a staging ground to advance the staggering Bast technology.

It was technology much like Bradley had purchased from the Bast. Splayed open circuitry, console housings, fiberoptics and other devices Bradley couldn’t even describe laid all over the work benches. This was where that circuitry had been developed, the item he’d purchased from the Bast’s representatives years ago on Waystation. It was what led him on this search in the first place, because he reasoned a species that advanced had the other materials he needed to finish his device. And, much like the Dinarian had told him, it was all in this room.

There was never a price on his head. The Bast had likely forgotten about Bradley. He’d never even met with them. The beings he met, the strange, robed creatures who did not show their faces–they were just spokesmen, conduits. Agents of the Bast who existed only to scout new locations for Bast settlements. Bradley didn’t care what they wanted. He was getting what he wanted.

Bradley quickly ran his tricorder over every inch of every workstation in the dim room. His sources told him he had a good four minutes before the droids on the ship would respond to his presence, so the materials he needed had to be found immediately. In a perfect world, Bradley would have more time to study this technology. The research and development profit margins were staggering. He could remake his fortune four times over with some of the items in this room.

But Bradley was interested in only one item.

His tricorder bleeped as he passed over a particular circuit board. He’d found it.

He lifted it up, inspected it. It didn’t look special. But it was. Oh, it was. He took the board back to where he’d left his shoulder bag and knelt down. He opened up the bag and pulled out a triangular device about the size of a padd, but much thicker. He popped the casing open. If what his scientists had told him was correct, he’d simply have to slip the circuit board into its berth in the housing, and close it back up. Then the device would be complete.

The operation took all of thirty seconds. Pop, snap, click. He turned on the device. Its readouts flickered with information, the buttons glowing with power.

Was he ready? Was he really going to do this? Was he insane?

He quickly patted the bulge in his jacket pocket. He had everything he needed. He programmed his destination, and the appropriate time coordinates, into the device, and pressed a button.

Immediately, a glowing tear in space appeared in front of Bradley. But this one was much more vibrant and colorful than the subspace pocket. It was an altogether different phenomenon. One that would take him, finally, to his ultimate goal. All he would have to do is step through.

The rainbow void inside the tear swirled, almost as if to invite him in.

And then the tiny communicator pin on his lapel, shaped like the Federation emblem, bleeped.

“Vansen to Baxter. We’re about ten minutes from getting systems operational. Hartley’s done it!”

“That’s great, Vansen,” Baxter’s voice replied. “However, I’m a little…held up here on the Bast ship.”

“Should I send reinforcements?”

“No. No, just get the Explorer out of here. That’s your primary mission.”

“Don’t be brave, Captain. Be a coward. It’s what I’ve come to expect from you.”

“Leave as soon as you can, Vansen. That’s an order! And cut communications. Who knows who could be snooping!”

Then the channel went dead.

“Oh well,” Bradley said, tugging at his shirtsleeves. “I’m sure everything will turn out just fine.” He straightened his jacket, patted his hand over his hair to make sure it was perfectly in place, then prepared to step through the rift that yawned open in front of him.

Just before he did, something stopped him.

He wasn’t sure what it was. It wasn’t anything physical. It was something in his head. A thought.

The Explorer was in dire straits. So, too, was Captain Baxter and his away team.

He took another step toward the rift. He couldn’t worry about Baxter and his crew. Beyond that tear in space-time lie something far more important.

Besides, he knew the Explorer had been in tight spots before. As much as he disparaged them, he knew they were a good crew. They’d make it. They’d stop the Bast, and probably be glad that they’d apparently lost the President. All would be right with the world.

Then why was it he couldn’t step into that rift?



“Suggestions, people,” Captain Baxter said calmly, staring up at the glowing, pointy sphere that dangled over him and his crew.

“Lie back and let the Bast brainwaves enter you?” Counselor Peterman asked, kissing her finger and touching it to Baxter’s nose.

“I wasn’t talking to you, honey,” Baxter said. “You’re crazy right now.”

“Aw, snugglebuns,” Peterman pouted, kneeling by Baxter’s operating table and leaning her head on it. “Is that really what you think of me?”

Baxter looked at her. “Yes.”

“I’m so hurt.” She stuck out her bottom lip. “I was really hoping I’d be the first one to acknowledge that this marriage is over.’

“Don’t listen to her, Andy,” Browning’s voice called out. “That isn’t Kelly.”

“It’s not over,” Baxter said. “Once we get that…thing…out of you, you’ll make sense again. I know you will.”

“I have news for you, love-buddy,” Peterman said, running her fingers through Baxter’s hair. “Your wife has these feelings regardless of who’s controlling her. Didn’t you know that?”

“How are the Bast doing this?” Richards whispered, as Baxter glared at Peterman, his jaw working back and forth with building anger. “I mean, Fritz is unconscious. He shouldn’t be able to control her mind like this.”

“It’s not Fritz,” Tilleran said, looking all around the room, like a blind person seeing something for the first time. “It’s them. All of them. They’ve found a way in.”

“What do you mean?” Baxter said.

“Counselor Peterman is conditioned. Her mind is vulnerable. My powers are still weak, but I’m seeing it now. Just by sheer proximity, they’re jumping from Fritz’s brain to hers. They’re all channeling themselves through her.”

“If that’s true…” Browning said slowly.

“Oh, it is, it is, it is!” Peterman said, jumping to her feet and waving her arms in the air. “Hoooray for the Bast! Did you all know I used to be a cheerleader?”

“No,” J’hana said, pulling at her binds. “But it makes sense.”

“Get out of her head,” Baxter growled.

“Never!” Peterman said, leaning in Baxter’s face and licking his nose. “We like it here! We’ve been cooped up in this damned ship for too long. Centuries!”

“Since you used up the Crossarans,” Baxter said.

“Yes,” Peterman said. “Unfortunately, our methods have a way of burning out a species. Shame, too. The Crossarans really knew how to party. At least they did after we showed up.” Peterman looked up at the glowing sphere that was now humming louder, shifting in tone, as if the frequencies of sound were changing. “The real bitch is, our use of this particular female is going to blow out her brain in another ten minutes. And believe me, that won’t be fluffy or cute when that happens. But, as your Australians say, C’est la vie.”

“She’s losing it, Andy,” Browning whispered.

“J’hana,” Baxter said, turning his head to face the Andorian. “If you have a clever way to squirm out of your bindings, now’s the time to do it.”

“I am afraid I have already tried, sir. As Commander Tilleran will tell you, I am not as adept at escape from bondage as I am in hand to hand combat.”

“And you know this because…” Richards said.

“Not the point!” Baxter snapped.

“Besides,” J’hana said. “What would you have me do? Rip the ship apart with my bare hands?”

“You’ve done it before!”

“True, but not a ship this big. Even I have my limits. I’m sorry, sir. You’ll just have to let your wife die with dignity.”

“Yay!” Peterman said, clapping her hands.

“NO!” Baxter shouted. “No, I will not! And that’s not dignified!” He looked all around at the warehouse, filled with its columns of glowing tubes. “Get out of her, you sons of bitches. Take me instead!”

“Oh, but we will,” Peterman said, lovingly rubbing Baxter’s chest. “It’s sort of a package deal.”

“Get out of her, god damn it,” Baxter fumed.

“We’re not going anywhere,” Peterman said sweetly.

“I beg to differ.”

Baxter turned toward the source of the voice. It was Tilleran. Her eyes were squeezed shut. Sweat streamed down her forehead. She bit her lip.

“Imzadi? What are you…” J’hana asked, then paused, her antennae twitching.

“Remember that cliff, J’hana,” Tilleran said, her voice cracking. “Remember how we jumped off?”

“I am thinking of it now, Ari.”

“Picture the Bast as a great big boulder on the edge of that cliff.”

J’hana nodded, gritting her teeth. “Yess….”

“What’s happening?” Richards asked.

“Just a guess,” Browning said, “but I think Tilleran’s telepathic capabilities are slowly coming back.”

“Not…slowly…at…all, Doctor,” Tilleran grunted. “It’s just a matter of con…cen…tration. J’hana…push the boulder off…mmph…the cliff.”

Peterman suddenly doubled over, clutching at her forehead. “You stop that right now, you naughty little nymph! Get your shifty brain powers away from me!”

“BE GONE!” Tilleran roared, her eyes suddenly going wide open.

Peterman staggered back against Baxter’s table, laying across him, going instantly limp.

“Did we…do it?” J’hana said breathlessly.

Tilleran’s chest rose and fell rapidly. “I think so.”

<You did nothing,> the voices of the Bast once more boomed in the ears of the crew. <That was a meaningless and stupid gesture.>

“Felt good,” Tilleran said, catching her breath.

“Kelly…” Baxter whispered as Peterman lay over him. “Honey…”

“Hummnnnnnn…” she groaned.

Baxter wriggled. “Could you move an inch or so over? You’re crushing…important things.”

<Enough!> the Bast voice shouted, which got everyone’s attention. <The injection proceeds!>

“Well, then,” Richards said, looking around as the great sphere hummed louder, its pitch reaching a high whine. “I guess that’s that.”

“Goodbye, everybody,” Baxter said quietly, staring at Peterman’s still form. She was breathing. Not that it mattered. “I just wanted to say…”

“Save your final words, Captain,” a voice said. “You’ll probably need them sometime in the future.”

Baxter couldn’t crane his neck far up enough to see the source of the voice.

<Who the hell do you think you are?> the Bast demanded.

“Federation President Bradley Dillon. Perhaps you’ve heard of me? I, of course, have heard a great deal about you.”

Machinery cranked in the ceiling above, and several spheroid robots came tumbling down to the deck, landing on their spindly legs.

<You too will become a vessel for us,> the Bast said. <Just like all the others.>

“No, I don’t think I will,” Bradley said, reaching into his jacket pocket. “You see, I heard in my travels that the Bast use droids.” One of the robots clattered up behind him. He pulled out an oblong, silver instrument that looked like a pen or stylus. “That’s why I use the Dillon’s Pioneer Depot Automated Neutron Inhibitor. With the press of one button, it sends out an electromagnetic wave that shorts out all electronics within a two hundred meter radius.” And he pressed a button on the tip of the device. A blue wave shot out in all directions, and all the robots suddenly collapsed. “Available soon at a Dillon’s Pioneer Depot near you. Only ninety eight hundred credits.”

“Forget how mad I am at you,” Browning said as the droid that had captured her went limp. She ran over and wrapped her arms around Bradley, who had a brown satchel slung over his shoulder. “I’m still glad to see you.”

Bradley nodded, gently stepping away from Browning, shifting the satchel to his other shoulder. “Glad to be of assistance.” He looked at Baxter. “Captain, I trust you are well?”

“I’d be a lot better if you’d get me out of these bindings,” Baxter said.

“They’re electronic, Captain. Therefore, the neutron inhibitor…”

Baxter looked around, to see that Richards, Tilleran, and J’hana were already sitting up. “Oh. Whoops.” He leaned up, pulling free of the loose metal clasps, careful to hold on to Counselor Peterman as he threw his legs over the table. “You have a way out of here?”

“Through the corridors,” Bradley said. And he looked around at the glowing cylinders in the room. “If that’s all right with all of you.”

<You have come far to find us,> the Bast said, seemingly having gathered themselves. <You really want to leave now?>

“Oh yes,” Bradley said. “I got what I came for.”

“Yeah,” Browning said, and smiled. “Us!”

“Yes, that’s it,” Bradley said quickly.

<You will never leave this ship.>

“Let’s test that theory,” Baxter said, lifting one of Peterman’s arms around his shoulder as Richards grabbed the other one. They ran for the door.

<If you leave, we will only track you down. The human race will be ours.>

They ran to the door to the warehouse, Tilleran and Browning stopping to lift up the unconscious Madera.

Browning felt Madera’s neck, looked her over quickly. “She’s fine.”Let’s move.”

“The nearest conduit into the Explorer is that way,” Bradley said, ducking outside. “According to my schematics.”

“You’re remarkably prepared for all this,” Richards noted.

Baxter put up a hand, stopping everyone in the doorway so fast they all nearly bumped into him. “Wait. They’re right. We can’t stop them, even if we can get the Explorer out of here”

“It’s probably already gone,” J’hana harrumphed.

“You suggest we blow up their ship?” Richards asked. “Happen to have ten tons of carbonite explosive on you?”

“Your subspace pocket in a pocket!” Browning said, pointing at Bradley.

“His what in a what?” Baxter asked.

Browning nodded. “That’s how he got in there. I saw it.”

“It helps me get around,” Bradley said, nodding. “What of it?”

“Well, couldn’t you…I don’t know…tuck this ship into subspace with it?” she asked.

“It’s nowhere near big enough,” Bradley said. “Anyway, that wouldn’t do any good. They’d just find a way to get out.”

“Janice’s on to something,” Richards said, rubbing his chin. “If I could just remember my subspace physics…”

Baxter could hear the cranking sound of droids advancing toward them down the corridor. “Remember quickly.”

Tilleran glanced at the ceiling, doing calculations in her head. “A subspace field generator creates a hole in normal space. That hole has a specific gravity of…carry the twelve…then you add a factor of the subspace field stress dynamic…”

“Anybody know what she’s going on about?” J’hana asked.

Richards snapped his fingers. “Yes! You create an implosion!”

“How?”

“Give it to me,” Tilleran said.

Bradley reached into his satchel and pulled out what looked like a handheld remote control. He gingerly handed it to Tilleran. “You know tampering one of these is against several Federation laws…”

“So is owning one,” Tilleran said, and yanked the casing open.

“My corporation will be billing you for that,” Bradley said.

“Tilleran…” Baxter said, growing increasingly edgy at the sound of droids advancing.

“I will buy us some time,” J’hana said, pushing up her shirtsleeves.

“But all our weapons were fried by that EM pulse!” Richards said incredulously.

“And?” J’hana said, and ducked out into the corridor. Moments later, much shrieking (mostly J’hana) and sounds of metal grinding could be heard.

“Damn,” Tilleran said. “I almost forgot. I’ll need a duonetic decoupler to change the gravitational constant on this thing.” She looked around. “Anybody got one?”

“I have a hairpin,” Browning said helpfully.

Bradley looked around at the group. He sighed, reaching into his pocket. “Coincidentally, I just so happen to have such an item.”

Baxter chuckled. “You’re kidding.”

“I’m quite serious, Captain,” Bradley said, digging around in his satchel. He pulled what looked like a bulky, triangular padd halfway out of the satchel. He flipped the casing open and gently tugged a cubical chunk of circuitry out. “I believe this should do the trick.”

Tilleran grabbed it and shoved it inside the casing of the subspace generator.

“There!” she said, twisting one diode and slapping the casing of the remote shut. “Now, matter will be forcibly pulled into the pocket. It’s a cascade effect. The more matter pulled in, the stronger the pull, eventually causing an implosion.”

“You’re really on a roll, Commander,” Baxter said with a grin. “Toss that thing in there and turn it on!”

Tilleran quickly tapped a sequence into the remote, then threw it back into the warehouse. It emitted a series of bleeps. Moments later, a small white tear in space appeared above it. For a moment, nothing happened, and then the remote itself rattled against the floor, as if pulled by an unseen force. Then, suddenly, it flew into the tear.

“Um,” Richards said. “How much time do we have?”

Tilleran shrugged. “Four minutes. Four seconds. I’m not sure.”

“You’re officially off your roll,” Baxter said, dragging Peterman out into the corridor. “Let’s move. Now, people!”

<What…what are you doing?> the Bast voice demanded. <Wait!>

“Sorry. We have previous engagements,” Baxter said, and left.

Out in the corridor, there was a mess of droid parts, smoking and sizzling, and one crazed-looking, bloody, Andorian, wearing a tattered uniform and an evil grin, was perched on one of the junk piles.

“I did a lot of venting,” she said, hopping off the pile and throwing an arm around Tilleran, leaning against her for strength and breathing hard. “I am ready to leave when you are.”

“Lead the way, Mister President!” Baxter said, as Richards helped Browning with Madera and the group jogged down the corridor.

More droids appeared, at either end of the corridor, as Bradley led everyone down a side corridor, toward a chute that led, presumably, to the Explorer.

“This is one of the many docking tunnels they attached to the ship,” Tilleran said. “Similar to the one we came in through. I have no idea what part of the ship it leads to, or if there even is a ship at the other end.”

“At this point, I’m not choosey,” Baxter said, pushing Richards and Madera, then J’hana, then Bradley through the cramped corridor. He glanced once over his shoulder, then ducked in with Peterman and scrambled through the chute.



“Everybody form up!” Lt. Commander Vansen called out, slinging her phaser rifle over her shoulder and looking out over the sea of security and engineering officers crammed into the corridor. “You all know the mission. We’re going in there, getting the captain and the others, and getting out. You see anything that looks even remotely like a robot, or a cat, and you blow it to kingdom come. Understood?”

“Understood!” everyone called out.

Beside Vansen, Hartley checked the setting on her rifle. “You know, according to the captain’s orders, we should be halfway to Vega by now.”

“I know. I’m a real bitch, aren’t I?” Vansen asked.

“Your words, not mine.”

“Move out!” Vansen called over her shoulder, swinging her rifle down in front of her and approaching the narrow, cylindrical tunnel that emptied out into the Explorer corridor, having been bored through the Explorer’s hull by the Bast. It was dark in that tunnel, and as Vansen looked in, she couldn’t help but think she saw shapes inside, moving around. Lots of rumbling. Yes, something was coming down that tunnel.

She held up her hand. “Everyone back up! Something’s coming through.”

“Great,” Keefler said. “We’re going to be invaded, aren’t we?”

“Not without a raging good fight,” Hartley called out. “Everybody ready on weapons!”

Vansen and Hartley backed away from the tunnel, just as Bradley, Richards and Madera, Browning, Tilleran, J’hana, Baxter, and Peterman all poured out, looking haggard and dazed.

“Nobody shoot!”’ Hartley called out. “Everybody stand down!”

“Unless you really want to!” Vansen amended, smiling at Baxter. “Captain. I was just…”

“Blatantly disobeying orders?” Baxter asked.

“Yep.”

“Thanks,” he said, and pushed past her. “Senior staff, report to the bridge. All others to battle stations. Janice, get somebody to help you take Kelly and Susan to Sickbay. And check in on Plato and Steffie. Make sure they haven’t been giving Chaka’kan any trouble while we’ve been gallivanting around on the Bast ship.”

“Aye, aye,” Browning said, pointing to two ensigns as Richards leaned Madera and Peterman against the bulkhead. “You, you. Grab an arm. I don’t care which.”

“What’s happening?” Vansen asked, as Baxter shouldered through the corridor, Hartley, Richards, Tilleran, J’hana, and Bradley trailing behind him.

“The Bast ship is about to be very imploded. Tell me you have a way out.”

“We can fire up the engines, captain, but as far as getting through that door…” Hartley said as they squeezed into the turbolift.

“We’ll find a way,” Baxter said, folding his arms. He smiled. “We always do.”



Everybody poured out of the turbolift and took their stations quickly.

Lt. Howard Sefelt stood from the command chair, looking around at the rest of the crew.

“Are you all joining me on this holodeck exercise, or are you all holograms as well?”

“Whatever you have to tell yourself to get through this, Lieutenant,” Baxter said, then pointed toward the forward stations. “Take the helm.”

“We should play games like this more often,” he said giddily as he sat down at the helm. As she took her station, J’hana hobbled more than the others, but she didn’t seem to be feeling any pain. Rather, she was living off the sheer adrenaline of the moment. This moment–the combat, the violence, the sheer life-risking–was the happiest Richards had ever seen her, but he didn’t comment on it as he took his place down in the command center with Baxter, Vansen, and Bradley Dillon.

“Engines online, Captain,” Hartley said, swinging behind the engineering station.

“Mister Sefelt, take the helm,” Baxter said. “J’hana, give me visual.”

On the viewscreen, the vast and crumbling hangar of the Bast ship stood, still in ruins from the pummeling it had received earlier that day.

“Take us toward that hangar door, one quarter impulse,” Baxter said, pointing to the large, double doors on the viewscreen.

“Captain,” Hartley said, leaning over her console. “Our hull has been compromised in about twenty places. I don’t think ramming through a hangar door is going to help matters.”

“Then J’hana better arm the photons.”

“Already done, sir,” J’hana said. “What’s left of them.”

“Fire!”

The Explorer let loose a stream of photon torpedoes, pummeling the twin doors. The ship rumbled as the shockwaves from each torpedo impact rolled over them.

“Shields to maximum. Reinforce the weakened areas of the hull!” Richards called out.

“Doors are weakened in several places,” Hartley said.

“Is it enough to get us through?” Vansen asked.

“I…don’t know.”

“Cross your fingers everybody,” Baxter said, sitting down in the command chair as the doors grew closer on the viewscreen, as the Explorer weaved around the debris in the hangar. “And grab on to something. Baxter to all hands: Brace for impact!”

“You’ve always wanted to say that, haven’t you?” Vansen asked, as everyone grabbed hold of their stations.

“Shut up.”

“Mister President,” Baxter said, gesturing toward the front of the bridge. “There’s an open seat at ops.”

“Gladly,” Bradley said, and walked over to the operations console and sat down. He gripped the edges of the console. “May your ship be as sturdy as the specs would indicate, Captain.”

“We’ll soon find out,” Baxter said, digging his hands into the armrests of his chair as the hanagar doors now filled the viewscreen.

“Contact in ten seconds,” J’hana called out.

“Captain,” Tilleran reported. “There is a subspace gravitational eddy right behind us and closing fast. That implosion we started…”

“…had better not reach us in less than ten seconds,” Baxter affirmed.

Tilleran just nodded.

J’hana looked at her controls. “Contact in three…two…one!”

The Explorer rumbled right into the hangar doors, butting right through them with its saucer.

Fingers of shredded metal dug into the saucer, dragging trenches along every inch of hull. Likewise, the bottom of the ship scraped the remains of the door as the Explorer, powered by sheer will, burst out of the Bast ship’s hangar.

“Implosion reaching maximum intensity!” Tilleran called out.

“Mister Sefelt!” Baxter said, as the Explorer shot free of the Bast ship. “Warp Two!”

Sefelt slapped his hand down on the button, and the Explorer shot into warp.

“Reverse angle,” Richards ordered.

Everyone on the bridge stood up and watched, as, on the viewscreen, the gargantuan, saucer-shaped Bast ship rippled like water, then twisted, then crumbled, like a piece of paper being balled up.

“Cap…” Tilleran said, her voice cracking, as her fingers gripped her panel. Her eyes went wide. She shook her head, as if to clear it, then looked down at the floor. Then looked back up, connecting eyes with the Captain. “We have lived for generations, and you fools ended us all. I hope you’re happy with yourselves. I hope you all…unnnhhhhhhhh…” and she collapsed at her panel, as on the viewscreen the Bast ship ignited in one big white plume, and then neatly disappeared into nothing more than a pinprick of light.

J’hana raced to Tilleran’s side, wrapping an arm around her. “Captain, I must get her to Sickbay.”

“Go,” Baxter said, still transfixed on the viewscreen as everyone on the bridge looked on, breathless.

Bradley Dillon walked up next to Baxter, leaning in close. “Captain,” he said in a low voice. “You realize we eradicated an entire species today.”

Baxter looked at Bradley, and grinned. “You know what? I’m okay with that.”



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 56768.5. Our business in this part of space pretty much complete, we are finally on course to return to Federation Space. I’m told it will take about three months at Warp Seven, which is unfortunately the highest speed we can manage without running out of deuterium, or blowing up the ship.

Meanwhile, Doctor Browning tells me that no one suffered any profound aftereffects from our dealings with the Bast. Lt. Madera and Lt. Commander Tilleran have both returned to duty.

As for our ship’s counselor…well, she may take a little bit longer.



Captain Baxter stood in the doorway of Sickbay, watching in silence as Doctor Browning worked.

Moments later, Browning walked up to Baxter. She touched his arm, smiled up at him. “We were able to regenerate her neural pathways, Andy. All she has to do now is rest for a couple of days, and she should recover completely.”

“Can I speak to her?”

“She probably won’t wake up for another twenty-four hours or so,” Browning said. “But when she does, I know she’ll want to talk to you.” Browning’s eyes connected with Baxter’s. “I know she still loves you, Andy. She’s just been through a lot. Give her time, and I know everything will go back to normal. Trust me on this one.”

Baxter looked down at Browning, wrapped her in a big hug. “Thank you, Janice. For everything.”

“For what?” Browning asked, looking up at Baxter with a smile. “For patching up people? That’s kind of my job.”

“No. For being there for me through all of this, whether I realized you were there or not.”

Browning nodded. “It’s funny you should mention that. I was going to apologize for shutting you out. You know…with all the romantic stuff going on recently.”

“It’s been a tough few weeks. But it’s nothing that a few days of R&R in the holodeck won’t cure.”

“Or a few pizzas,” Browning said, and headed over to her office. “I’ve got one coming out. Want to split it?”

“No. I’ve got someone to talk to.”

“I told you, she won’t wake up until…”

“I know,” Baxter said, and smiled. “Go enjoy your pizza.” He walked over to Peterman’s biobed, where she lay, still and sleeping. Well, it looked like she was sleeping, with the minor difference that she wasn’t crying out in jibberish. Baxter pulled up a stool beside her bed and grabbed her hand. “Hi, Kelly.”

Unsurprisingly, Peterman didn’t reply.

“I’m sorry, honey. I’m sorry I’ve been too wrapped up in myself to realize you were in distress. And I’m not just talking about Fritz. I’m talking about everything.” He stared at her for several long moments, squeezing her hand. “And I know you can’t hear me. And I’m going to tell you all this and a lot more when you wake up. But I wanted you to know it anyway, if only subconsciously. Kelly, I love you more than anything in the world. And I’ll be with you, no matter what you decide you want in life. We’ll find a way to make it happen.

“I promise.”



The components of the triangular device lay spread out on the work bench in Bradley Dillon’s lab. Part of the large suite he’d had built on Deck Fourteen included a comprehensive lab facility. He didn’t request any Starfleet technicians, though. He didn’t want them. Didn’t even bring any technicians of his own aboard.

This was the one part of his mission that nobody knew about. Not even Gisele.

Nobody could be trusted with this, so he had to work from notes, literature stored in several of his most highly-encrypted databases.

The fundamental principles were sound. The device worked. He’d tested it, and the tricorder readings were conclusive.

Now he just had a small setback. He’d given the duonetic decoupler from the unit to Tilleran, to help her blow up the Bast ship.

Not that he wasn’t thankful the Bast ship was gone, of course. He knew they’d done the galaxy a favor on that count.

But now he had to acquire another decoupler, and that would be tricky work. They were rare, and there was probably only one other such component on the Explorer. Getting past sensors and getting it without arousing suspicion would be difficult.

But, Bradley thought, as he looked over the components spread out on his lab table, he’d find a way to make it happen.

Everything depended on it.



Captain Baxter stepped out onto the bridge and breathed a sigh of relief. “Damn, it feels good to be heading home.”

“You said a mouthful,” Richards said, as Baxter walked down to sit next to him in the command chair. Stars streaked toward them on the viewscreen. Madera and Sefelt were at the forward stations, Tilleran at sciences, J’hana at tactical. All was right with the world.

“Everything going okay?” Baxter asked, bringing up the latest engineering reports on the console on his chair arm.

Richards nodded. “Hartley reports that repairs are ahead of schedule. They’ve patched up most of the holes, at least well enough to get us to a starbase for a refit.”

“Engines running smoothly?”

“We’ll be running on deuterium fumes by the time we pull into Federation space, but we’ll get there,” Richards said.

“Good,” Baxter said.

J’hana cleared her throat. “Half our phaser banks are burned out beyond repair, and we have but three photon torpedoes remaining.”

Baxter laughed. “Guess we’d better not run into any bad guys on the way back in, huh?”

“I would not laugh if I were you,” J’hana said. “In our current condition, I doubt we would last more than a few minutes in a fair fight.”

“Duly noted,” Baxter said, and settled a little in his command chair. It felt good. Like things were finally going to be normal again, after such a long period of…things being askew.

Baxter barely noticed the sound of the turbolift doors at the back of the bridge opening up as he paged through the engineering activity logs.

“Captain,” Vansen’s voice called out. “You won’t believe what we found in cargo bay six.”

“What?” Baxter said distractedly, still looking at his screens.

Suddenly, he felt something hop onto his lap, and looked down, his eyes going wide with shock as he saw an orange housecat stare back up at him, claws buried in his thighs.

“FRITZ!?!”

“He must have somehow followed you guys out of the Bast ship,” Vansen said. “Guess you were too busy running for your lives to notice, huh?”

“Indeed,” Baxter said, lifting Fritz up and inspecting him carefully. “Have you…”

“We scanned his brainwaves. The only schemes he’ll be concocting will involve a scratching post and a ball of yarn. And maybe your sofa.”

“Good,” Baxter said, a little uneasy, and pulled Fritz free of his thighs. “How about you take him back to my quarters?”

“How about you kiss my ass?” Vansen asked with a sweet smile.

“Touche,” Baxter said, and took Fritz. “I’ll be back in a couple minutes.”

“Take your time,” Richards called after him as he ducked into the foreward turbolift. “And make sure to lock Fritz in!”

Baxter nodded. “Right.”



Baxter dropped Fritz on the carpet in his quarters as the doors wooshed closed behind him, and found a surprised Chaka’kan sitting on his couch.

“Captain! Should I call security to come destroy that animal?” Chaka asked, rising from the couch and staring at Fritz.

“Nah, he’s clean,” Baxter said, looking around his quarters for several moments.

“Steffie is sleeping,” Chaka said. “I noticed young humans sleep for an inordinate amount of time.”

“If you tried sleeping once in a while, you might understand why,” Baxter said, not really looking at Chaka. He walked back toward Steffie’s room. “Take the day off, Chaka. Do some gardening, or something. I think I’ll hang out here.”

Chaka bowed, and headed for the door. “As you wish, Captain. And, Captain?”

“Yeah?” Baxter said, standing at the doorway to Steffie’s room.

“I think you have a beautiful child. She will make an impressive warrior one day.”

“You never know,” Baxter said.

Chaka smiled. “I believe I do.” And he left.

And Baxter went into Steffie’s room, leaned over and stared at her as she slept, smiling at the simple beauty of his daughter lying there.

He tapped his combadge. “Baxter to Bridge,” he whispered. “Chris, why don’t you take the conn the rest of the day. I just realized, I have more important things to do.”



THE END.



NEXT:



Did everything get settled aboard the Explorer? One would think not, because there’s still one story to go. Despite the events this story, there still remains much unfinished for many of the Explorer crew. Find out the ultimate goal of Federation President Bradley Dillon, and so much more, in the Year Six Finale!




Unfinished Business



What might have been is an abstraction

Remaining a perpetual possibility.



T.S. Eliot



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 56778.8. The Explorer has spent the last ten days limping home to the Federation, after wiping out a particularly nasty race of separated consciousnesses–is that a word?–who wanted to take over Earth and the Federation.

Now that all that is overwith, I look forward to returning to life as normal. After a long, hard voyage, it’s finally time to get back to basics.



“Strike!” Commander Christopher Richards called out, leaning on his pool cue.

Baxter looked up from the green felt pool table in the Constellation Club, where he’d just sunk the cue ball. “The correct term is ‘scratch,’ Chris.”

“I don’t care what the correct term is, buddy, you knocked that white ball in when you were trying to sink the eight ball, so you lose automatically.”

“Why are we playing pool again?” Baxter asked, straightening and reaching back as the small of his back crackled in response. This stupid game required too much bending over.

“Because the holodecks have been taken offline until we put in at a Starbase for repair and refueling,” Richards said. “So no football, no lacrosse, and ABSOLUTELY no naked parasailing.”

“Even you said that felt good,” Baxter said defensively, walking up to the bar. “You know, down there.”

“We promised we’d never talk about that again,” Richards said.

“Your choice,” Baxter said, waving over to Mirk, who was speaking to another customer. “Mister Mirk. When you get a chance, a rum and coke for the two pool sharks.”

Mirk’s brow furrowed. “The who?”

Baxter rolled his eyes. “Me and Chris.”

“Oh. Are you finished with that table? Ensign Aiello wanted it after you.”

“It’s all yours.”

“I’m amazed, but it’s actually getting more use than the brain stimulator I used to have there,” Mirk said, and went over to the replicator to get the pair’s drink.

Richards leaned against the bar. “So. Been quiet around here the last few days, huh?”

Baxter nodded as he hopped onto a stool. “Yeah. And I’d just as soon keep it that way.”

“You and me both. Saving the Federation is hard work. I don’t know how those Enterprise people do it all the time.”

“I think they have stunt doubles,” Baxter said thoughtfully. He sighed. “Anyway, I’d better get home. You know, wife’s expecting me for dinner.”

Richards grinned as Mirk brought the men’s drinks and sat them down in front of them. “Glad to hear things are going well on that front.”

“That’s a matter of opinion,” Baxter said, taking his drink from Mirk and downing it in one gulp. “Kelly and I aren’t having any problems right now because we’re not talking about them.”

“Please. I’ve had worse fights with Janice about muffins than what you’re going through with Kelly.”

“Then why does it feel like I’m a guest in my own cabin?” Baxter asked with raised eyebrow as he walked toward the exit. “Think long and hard about this marriage thing, Chris. It’s not for the timid. You still have a couple months to change your mind.”

“Yeah,” Richards said thoughtfully. “I guess I do.” After Baxter left, Richards’s eyes scanned the faces of the few crewmembers grouped in the bar, finally lighting upon Federation President Bradley Dillon, who was seated at a table far in the corner, near the windows. Oddly enough, his Special Secret Section was nowhere to be found. Not even his personal assistant, Gisele. He was just sitting by himself. And Richards never saw anyone who looked so terribly…alone.

Something–he wasn’t sure what it was–compelled Richards to walk over to Bradley’s table.

“Good evening, sir,” he said. “Nice night, isn’t it?”

“Hmmm?” Bradley asked, glancing at Richards, as if shocked to see him standing there. “What? Oh. Commander Richards. Yes. It’s so clear you can see the stars.”

“Hehe,” Richards said. “Funny.” He looked around aimlessly. “You…seem lonely, Mister President. Would you like somebody to talk to?”

“That’s not…”

“Great, because I’m really bored,” Richards said, immediately sitting down across from Bradley.

“Actually, I was planning an evening of quiet contemplation,” Bradley said, steepling his fingers and pressing them to his chin. “I have much to mull.”

“Like what?”

“It wouldn’t interest you.”

Richards leaned back in his chair and took a sip of his drink. “I beg to differ. Just about anything would interest me at this point. There is a serious lack of activity around here since we were…you know…almost blown up coming out of the Bast ship.”

“Imploded,” Bradley corrected.

“Right. I guess people are still a little on edge.”

“They have good reason to be. We faced annihilation.”

“Yeah,” Richards said. “That annihilation. It’s a real bitch.”

“Commander,” Bradley said, looking at Richards. “Is there something I can do for you?”

“No,” Richards said. “Not at all. Just…you know…I was going to ask your opinion on something. Sort of a…matter of the heart.”

“Because I’d really rather be left alone.”

“Oh. All right. Say no more. Get back to, um, your mulling. Let me know how that turns out, okay?” Richards stood up and backed toward the door, then headed out. Time to stop putting off the inevitable.

His fiancee was back in his quarters and he desperately needed to talk to her.



“And Kelly Lynne, do you take Andrew Jackson, through obsessions and compulsions, in giant space amoebas and quantum singularities, whether he may be taken over by a malignant subspace entity or caught in and endlessly repeating temporal loop, in alternate realities and timelines, in the past and the future, as long as you both shall live?”

Peterman winked at Baxter and turned to Bradley with a determined look on her face. “Damned right I do.”



“You do?” Baxter called out as he shot up in bed, then looked around, rubbing his eyes.

“I what?” Counselor Peterman asked, looking up from the padd she was reading as she sat in bed next to him.

“I didn’t say anything,” Baxter said, leaning back again and staring up at the ceiling.

“Oh. I thought you did.”

“Maybe you’re hearing things,” the captain said quietly.

Peterman looked at him. “Was that a mind control crack?”

Baxter pulled the covers up a little further, to just beneath his nose. “Maybe a small one.”

“Well it wasn’t very funny.”

“I’m glad you’re feeling better, honey,” Baxter said, reaching over and resting his hand on Peterman’s stomach. “You know, since all the…coma.”

“I’m officially footloose and coma free,” Peterman said. “Doctor Browning cleared me to return to work tomorrow.”

“So soon?” Baxter asked, sitting up again.

“It’s been almost two weeks.”

“I know. But what you went through…it was traumatic…”

“Not as traumatic as being the kitty queen of the Dawg empire, and I was back on duty less than two weeks after that.”

“Oh yeah. I almost forgot about that.”

Peterman sighed. “I didn’t. Anyway, I’m fine. The Bast have been obliterated. They’re not going to hurt any of us anymore. The ship’s fine. We’re fine. Let’s just get on with our lives.”

Baxter looked up at Peterman, as she went back to reading her padd. “So, um…there’s nothing you want to talk about?”

“Nope,” Peterman said, still looking at the padd.

“Okay, then,” Baxter said, and rolled over. “I’ll see you in the morning.”

“Yep. Sure will.”



“Surprise,” Dr. Janice Browning said, appearing in the doorway of Bradley’s cabin adjoining his suite of offices, a bouquet of Vernasian tulips in one hand, and a pan of lasagne in the other.

Bradley looked different to Browning. He didn’t have that rosey- cheeked confidence about him. His cheeks looked a little more hollow, his eyes more thoughtful. She wasn’t sure what the explanation for that was, other than maybe the run-in with the Bast, but she didn’t care. She liked Bradley anyway, and she wanted to see where this relationship would go.

“Doctor,” Bradley said, gesturing for Browning to come in. “It’s quite late.”

“I worked a double shift in Sickbay. But I had some things on my mind and I realized I couldn’t go to sleep until I talked to you about them.” She tipped the bouquet toward Bradley.

The President gave a small smile. “I thought it was customary for the gentleman to provide the bouquet.”

“I’m not a customary woman,” Browning said, setting the lasagne down on the table in the corner kitchenette and looking around for a vase. “You have anything to put these in?”

“Computer, one vase, full of water,” Bradley said, and the replicator in the far end of the extensive room–three times as big as any other crew cabin–hummed to life.

“Replicators. Gotta love them,” Browning said, walking over to the replicator and taking the vase off the pad. She looked for a spot in the tastefully decorated–yet somewhat understated–cabin, and decided that the coffee table in front of the arched windows that looked out on the rear of the ship…both nacelles, and quite a bit of battle scarring credited to the escape from the Bast ship. She arranged the flowers a little in the vase and then looked at it, hands on hips. “What do you think?”

Bradley gave a small smile. “Perfect.” He draped his hands behind his back. “Now then, you were saying you had something to discuss with me?”

“You can start calling me Janice,” Browning said, stepping closer to Bradley. “I came…to talk about us.”

Bradley cocked his head. “Us?”

“You know,” she smiled, gently squeezing his arm. “Both of us.”

Bradley nodded. “I was expecting this conversation.”

“Is that a good kind of expecting?” Browning asked.

“Let’s sit down,” Bradley said, and led Browning over to his long, L- shaped, sectional leather couch. He gestured for her to sit at the end of the couch, and as she did, she sunk a bit in the leather. Wow. Luxurious.

He sat beside her, resting one hand on hers. “Janice…”

“Yes, Bradley?”

“You are an incredible woman. And, one day soon you will make some man out there in the galaxy very, very lucky.”

Browning studied Bradley’s eyes, then looked down at his hand, which was still on hers. “But let me guess. You’re not going to be that man.”

She actually thought she spotted some sadness in his eyes at that. “Part of me really wishes that I was. Unfortunately, I’ve got a job to do.”

“But you’ve done that job. You found the Bast…we destroyed them. They won’t be trying to kill you anymore…”

“I wasn’t referring to that,” Bradley said. “That leg in the journey is over, but there is far more to do. I’m the leader of the free quadrant, Janice. I have awe-inspiring responsibilities.”

Browning stared at him. “I can’t imagine.”

“No, I don’t suppose you can. But I’m grateful for the time we spent together. I truly enjoyed it. It made this whole experience…much more palatable.”

Browning stood up, looking down at Bradley, her hand still in his. “Well, that IS what I’m here for after all.”

“And, ultimately, I value our friendship far too much to risk it on a silly fling.” He squeezed her hand. “As you might imagine, I don’t have many friends.”

“I’m shocked,” Browning said flatly.

“That lasagne looked delicious,” Bradley said, following her with his eyes as she walked toward the kitchen table. “Let’s have a late dinner, and talk about those old times on Waystation.”

“So that’s it? Let’s just be friends?” Browning stomped over to the kitchen table. “I don’t think so.” She grabbed the lasagne pan. “And I’m taking my food back!”

“Janice, don’t let it end like this…”

“You’re the one ending it. Hope you’re satisfied,” Browning said, and walked out, Italian food in hand.

“Far from it, Janice. Far from it.” Bradley said, and sat back down in his chair.



FIVE YEARS AGO. . .



He hadn’t even said goodbye.

That was the part that hurt the most. She’d been there, all astral and glowing, and all he could think to say was “You’re leaving? I don’t believe it.” Of all the stupid…

“Mister Dillon,” a familiar voice said softly in the darkness of his bedroom. Bradley shot up in bed and looked around.

“Lexi?” Gradually, her form shimmered into existence a few feet away from his bed. “You did not think I would leave without saying goodbye, did you?” she said serenely.

“I…I didn’t know,” Bradley said. He smiled weakly. “I’m sure you’ve got a busy death ahead of you.”

“I do indeed. There is much to learn if the Critics are to be stopped. However, I felt the need to stop here first.”

“I’m glad you did. There’s so much I want to…”

“I understand…Bradley. You have been a friend and companion to me throughout my time here, and I thank you for that. You taught me the ways and customs of your people and extended me many kindnesses that I’m afraid I cannot repay.”

“But you did,” Bradley replied. “You already did. I’m going to miss you…more than you know.”

“Actually, I believe I do know,” Leximas said, smiling warmly. It was the first time Bradley had ever seen her smile like that. She placed her translucent hand on top of his; he could feel a rush of cold energy touching him.

“Goodbye, Lexi,” he said softly. “Goodbye…my friend.”

Then she disappeared, her body gradually fading from view as Bradley strained to commit her visage to memory.

A moment later, she was gone.



NOW. . .



“J’hana, that’s enough cuddling already. I’m supposed to be on duty!”

“You are a department chief. You should be able to set your own hours, as long as you show up for bridge duty,” J’hana said, laying next to Tilleran in the Betazed’s quarters, stark naked, and on top of the sheets, as usual.

Tilleran leaned up. “Is that what you do?”

“I do some creative timekeeping, yes. The captain is none the wiser.”

“Are you sure you’re the same person who keeps saying you’ll give your life for his?”

“I would,” J’hana said defensively. “And in return, all I ask for is a few extra hours to sleep in every now and then.”

Tilleran laughed as she swung her legs over the edge of the bed. “Now I really have heard everything. J’hana being lazy. That is a change.”

“What can I say, Imzadi?” J’hana asked, turning over and staring at the ceiling. “You have mellowed me.”

“Yeah, you’re really mellow,” Tilleran said, as she walked over to her closet to grab a uniform, and shrugged off her nightgown.

“Not when you disrobe in front of me,” J’hana said, beaming. “Then I am most assuredly not mellow.”

“Well, calm down and get dressed. You’re on the bridge in twenty minutes if I’m not mistaken.”

“Quite right,” J’hana sighed, and leaned up. “Will I see you in Space Tastes for lunch, then?”

Tilleran nodded. “Yep. If you get there before me, make sure we get our favorite booth.”

“I shall personally kill anyone I find in our favorite booth.”

“Sure hope you’re kidding,” Tilleran giggled as she zipped up her uniform front.

“I was kidding,” J’hana said. “Partly.” And she watched the Betazoid walk out of the cabin, grinning like an Andorian schoolgirl, but without the sharp fangs. “Oh, Imzadi,” she said to herself. “It is good to be back.”



Tilleran was still tying back her ponytail as she walked into the Science Lab One. “Mister Koltz, please start my morning off with something vaguely interesting.”

“I was just about to call you,” Koltz said, looking up from one of the supply cabinets in the lab, as the other science officers in the lab worked quietly at nearby consoles.

Tilleran smiled inwardly. “I’m glad you didn’t. What’s up?” But she knew before he said anything. Tellarites were so easy to read. “Our duonetic decoupler is missing.”

Koltz nodded. “I was getting ready to lay out the tools so that we could work on that implosion device we talked about yesterday,” Koltz said. Tilleran had been intrigued by the device she’d used two weeks earlier to destroy the Bast ship. Not that it could possibly have any peaceful implications, but she’d let Starfleet Security worry about that. “I was looking for the decoupler,” Koltz continued. “And it’s just gone.”

“Any sign of unauthorized entry?” Tilleran asked, squatting in front of the cabinet and looking inside.

He shook his head. “None.”

“And you’re sure it’s missing?”

“Hansen and Brevart searched all six labs with their tricorders. Nothing.”

“And nobody took it home with them?”

“It’s a duonetic decoupler. What would any of us possibly want with one?”

“What would anybody on the ship want with one?” Tilleran asked, rubbing her chin. “Nobody would need one of those things unless they were trying to cause a huge implosion, or change the space-time constant in some way.”

“Know anyone on board who might want to do that?”

Tilleran stood up. “Not exactly, but I have a pretty good idea of where to start asking questions.”

“You are fully telepathic again, aren’t you?” Koltz asked hopefully.

“Yes!” Tilleran snapped, irritated, and marched out of the science lab.



“Do you have an appointment?” Gisele asked primly, holding up a padd which presumably contained Bradley Dillon’s schedule as Tilleran loomed over her desk.

“No,” Tilleran said flatly. “This is a special occasion.”

“And what may I ask is that?”

“None of your business.”

Gisele smiled. “You’re going to have to do better than that if you expect to see the President.”

“How about this,” Tilleran said, leaning into Gisele’s face. “I want to question him about the matter of some missing scientific equipment. Some very sophisticated, very dangerous, and very restricted science equipment.”

Gisele pushed back in her chair a little bit. “Stop trying to see into my mind.”

“Oh, I wasn’t even trying,” Tilleran said, straightening. “But what a grand idea.”

Gisele stood up and backed away. “I’m a Federation citizen. I have rights. You can’t just go poking through my mind.”

“I can, and I will,” Tilleran said, nodding as if she was listening to a conversation in an adjoining room. “Oh. Okay. That makes sense. Thanks for everything, Gisele, you’ve been most helpful.”

With that, the Betazoid turned on a heel and left Dillon’s office suite. Gisele leaned over her desk and pushed a button. “Gisele to President Dillon. We may have a problem.”



FOUR YEARS AGO. . .



“Mister Dillon?” Yeoman Jones, Waystation’s Liaison Officer, asked hesitantly as Bradley sat, looking useless, on the floor of his Dillon Enterprises laboratory.

“Get out,” Bradley said flatly. He didn’t want to see anyone right now. The time pod he’d built had been destroyed. He’d never see Leximas again.

“I need to talk to you, sir.”

“I’m busy.” Bradley looked up at her, his eyes filled with so much sorrow that she was taken aback. All this over a stupid invention? She couldn’t believe it.

“It’s just a machine,” she said softly, putting a hand on his shoulder.

“No. This was my one chance,” Bradley replied hoarsely. “I’ve been searching for a year for this. I was going to save her.”

“Who?” the Yeoman asked.

Bradley smiled weakly. “Leximas. I could have gotten her before the Starshine Kids blew up her module.”

The Yeoman sat, and wrapped an arm around Bradley. “I had no idea you two were…”

“We weren’t,” Bradley said quickly. “But she was my friend…and I don’t have many.” Tears welled up in his eyes again. “I miss her, Tina.”

There was nothing to say. Instead, she just sat silently and held him.



NOW. . .



“President Dillon is building something with stolen parts from my science labs, in conjunction with some things from the Bast ship,” Lt. Commander Tilleran said, hands clasped behind her back, as she stood in front of Captain Baxter’s desk in the readyroom.

Baxter looked up at her. “You have any proof of this?”

She pointed at her forehead. “It’s all up here, Captain.”

“I can have a squadron of security officers storm the place in thirteen minutes,” J’hana said, leaning back against Baxter’s sofa and cavalierly resting her arm on a cushion. “Eight if I don’t make them spitshine their boots first.”

Baxter held up his hands. “Wait, wait, wait. We can’t just go storming the President’s offices with little more than your empathic impressions as proof.”

“I am TELE-pathic!” Tilleran said, putting her hands on Baxter’s desk. “There’s a big difference.”

“Even if he is building something,” Baxter said. “So what? He’s the President. Let him build whatever he wants. As long as he’s not bothering us.”

“If his experiment goes awry, it could bother a great many of us,” J’hana said. “And when I say bother, I mean kill.”

Baxter nodded. “Still, we need proof.”

J’hana got up and headed for the door. “I am on my way.”

“J’hana…” Baxter called after her. “Please, for the love of God, be discrete!”

“Always, Captain.”



J’hana shoved Gisele up against the back wall of her office. “Where’s Dillon?” she growled, spraying spittle across the administrative assistant’s face. “What’s he doing?”

“I don’t have to tell you anything!” Gisele replied. “Gisele to Anderson, Code Elegant Lucifer Boston Whaler!”

J’hana shook Gisele hard, lifting her up off the floor. “I don’t know what that code is, but it better be the ‘tell J’hana everything’ code.”

“Never!” Gisele replied. “President Dillon’s business is his own. It’s bigger than you. It’s bigger than me. It overrides everything. You can’t interfere.”

“We shall see about that,” J’hana said, and dropped Gisele back to her feet, turning for the door. She’d only made half a turn when she suddenly whirled back toward the assistant and grabbed the sides of her face, pulling her into a passionate kiss. Gisele squeaked, then momentarily slipped into the kiss, sighing. Finally, she shoved J’hana away.

“What the hell was that?” she demanded.

“I kissed you. I thought I felt a…vibe between us.”

Gisele wiped her mouth, breathing heavily. “You were wrong!”

J’hana narrowed her eyes at Gisele. “So it would seem. Be that as it may, I will be returning. And with backup.”

“Do your worst,” Gisele muttered, stumbling behind her desk as Agent Anderson, head of the Special Secret Section, appeared in the doorway to the Presidential Suite, blocking J’hana’s exit.

“Exactly what I was thinking,” J’hana said, then glared at Anderson. “BE GONE!” she shouted, and shoved him out of the way.

“Are you all right?” Anderson asked, glancing after J’hana as she headed down the corridor and the door closed.

“No,” Gisele said. “We have a very big problem. President Dillon is going to have to move up his timetable.” She stared off in the direction J’hana had headed. “Meanwhile, I’m going to go bathe. I have sudden need to be clean.”

“Come again?” Anderson asked.

Gisele licked her lips. “Exactly.”

Moments later, Bradley Dillon emerged from the corridor leading to the other rooms of his office suite. “Have you dealt with the incursion?”

“For better or worse,” Anderson quipped.

“Good,” Bradley said, and headed back down the corridor.

“President Dillon,” Anderson called after him. “It would be far easier to assist you if you told us what you were doing.”

“You know all you need to. Now hold off the Explorer people. You won’t have to do it for much longer, but it’s imperative you keep them from discovering my plans.”

Anderson nodded crisply. “Of course, Mister President.”

“Good,” Bradley muttered. “If there’s anything I despise, it’s unwanted guests.” And with that, he disappeared down the corridor.



TWO YEARS AGO. . .



A voice called out in the darkness. “Bradley…”

Bradley Dillon shot up in his bed, the sheets pooling around him as he stared at the angel standing at the foot of his bed. Encased in light, looking much as she did before, Leximas could only be described as angelic. Was Bradley having a dream? Or was this really her standing there? He’d given up on ever finding her again two years ago when the time pod exploded, permanently preventing him from stopping her death.

But there she was, standing at the foot of his bed, robed as usual, except for the glowing, with eyes of serene silver.

“I have little time, so I must be brief,” she said, drifting over to stand beside his bed. “I have been on the ethereal plain for a long time now, and that has allowed for much contemplation.”

“Contemplation? Of-of what?” Bradley asked, edging closer to the edge of his bed.

She cupped his chin. “Of what is important in one’s life, and what is not.”

“Lexi…are you really here right now?”

She nodded. “In the sense that my essence is here, as you see it. But I am still, and will remain, very dead, I am afraid. The Starshine Kids were very efficient in obliterating my physical form. But there is still much I must do.”

“Are you…are you coming back to Waystation?”

She shook her head. “I am afraid not. I am needed…elsewhere. There is a battle about to be fought…an epic battle between good and evil involving a person named Irma. I can tell you no more.”

“Battle?” Bradley asked. “That doesn’t sound like you.”

“We’re often surprised by what we’re called on to do,” Lexi said, and traced a finger down Bradley’s cheek. “Like you, one day, will be.”

Bradley just stared at her blankly.

“You have so much to accomplish, Mister Dillon. You have a vast lifetime of limitless potential ahead of you. Do not waste it. Do not squander it. Live your existence to its fullest, and take notice of what in your life is the most important. Find it, hold on to it, and never, ever let it go.”

And she stepped backward, her fingers, which felt like gossamer on his cheek, drifted away, and he leaned toward her, even as she faded from view.

“We shall likely never meet again, Bradley Dillon,” Leximas said. “But know that I will forever care for you.”

Bradley just watched, silently, as she disappeared completely.

“Me too,” he said.

He didn’t go back to sleep that night. And he had a hard time sleeping a great many nights after that.



NOW. . .



“It’s a nice day for a white wedding,

It’s a nice day to start again…”

Janice Browning couldn’t get those lyrics out of her head. She was sitting in one of the patio chairs in the small deck area in front of Space Tastes, sipping hot chocolate and staring across the second level terrace of Ship’s Shoppes at Briggs’ Fashion Shoppe, Hair Cuttery and Interior Design Centre, where Chris Richards was standing in the entranceway, tapping his foot nervously.

He couldn’t see her. He was too preoccupied, too scared, probably, to really notice her. He had a lot more things on his mind this day than Browning.

And, Browning thought as she sipped, that was probably how it should be.

“Janice?” Richards called across the promenade at Browning as she sat there. “Hey, Janice!”

Browning blinked, startled. “Oh. Chris! I didn’t see you there.”

“Yeoman Briggs is programming my tux,” he called across the railings that surrounded the overlook into Level One. “Or at least he said he was a half hour ago. Now I don’t know what he’s doing. He just ran out, saying he got called away on a ‘project.’”

“He suffers for his art,” Browning called back to him.

“Can I come over and get a snack?”

Browning shrugged. “Nobody’s stopping you.”

Richards walked along the cross bridge from one side of the mall to the other, joining Browning on the patio in front of her restaurant. “What do you recommend this morning?”

“There’s a menu inside,” she said, and continued sipping her hot chocolate.

“Something wrong, Janice?” Richards asked.

“Nope. I’m dandy. How about you?”

“Excited,” Richards said. “I just took a big step last night.”

“Do tell.”

“I moved up the wedding.”

“That’s nice. When’s it going to be?”

“Tomorrow.”

“URP!” Browning coughed, spitting hot chocolate all over the front of Richards’s uniform. “Tomorrow?”

Richards nodded, looking down at the stain on his uniform with a frown. “Yeah. I thought you’d like to know. I had a change of heart last night.”

“I’ll try to make it.”

Richards sat down in the chair beside Browning and, disregarding his chocolate soaked uniform and scalded abdomen, took Browning’s hands and looked into her eyes. “Janice…it would really mean a lot if you could be there.”

“I said I’ll try, Chris.” She backed out of her chair. “Now if you’ll excuse me, I’ve got to get to Sickbay.”

“But…”

“There’s a menu inside. Choose what you want,” she called over her shoulder as she walked away. “And try to stick with it.”



“The declaration has been made,” J’hana said in low tones. “There will be war.”

“I don’t think so,” Baxter said, pacing the front of the observation lounge as stars streaked toward the group assembled within, which included Tilleran, J’hana, Hartley, and Vansen. “Things just went back to normal around here. I’m not ready to go to war with the President of the Federation.”

“Not to mention,” Lt. Commander Hartley said, “That if we have too much shooting on this ship, it just may fall apart altogether. Have I told you how unstable the structural integrity field has been lately?”

“I’m sure that’s fascinating,” Lt. Commander Vansen said. “But the point remains, President Dillon is doing something untoward and certainly unscrupulous in his offices, and we, as Starfleet officers, those entrusted with protecting this ship, are responsible for finding out what that is.”

“Look,” Baxter said, planting his hands on the conference table. “I don’t know what those two things you said mean, but I know President Dillon hasn’t been altogether honest with us.”

“Maybe Counselor Peterman could talk to him,” Hartley suggested. “You know, the get more flies with honey approach?”

“Yes,” J’hana replied. “The Andorians have a similar saying. You get more flies with a flamethrower.”

“Lovely,” Baxter said. “But I don’t think Kelly is up to any vigorous counseling yet. She’s still recovering from her…you know…”

“Trying to kill us all?” J’hana suggested.

“She didn’t try to kill anyone,” Baxter sighed. “At least, not directly.”

“So you suggest we just sit and wait and hope nothing cataclysmic happens?” J’hana asked.

“At this point, I think it’s a little premature to say that Bradley Dillon has anything cataclysmic planned. Besides, we all have a wedding to plan for.”

“We do?” Vansen asked.

“Yes, Richards and Madera moved their wedding up to tomorrow evening,” Tilleran said with a grin. “I guess you weren’t invited?”

“I guess not,” Vansen said. “It doesn’t matter, anyway. I have a step aerobics class tomorrow evening.”

“I’m sure that will be fun,” Hartley said with a grin.

“If we’re all finished here,” Baxter said, standing up and heading over to the door. “I have a baby to change.”

“Yes, Captain,” J’hana called after him. “Go clean up poop, while the President endangers the crew you swore to protect. I hope you get streptococcus!”

“That’s a new one,” Tilleran said with a small smile.

J’hana shrugged. “I like to be diverse.”



Baxter passed Ensign Keefler on the way to his readyroom. “Any crying fits, Keefler?”

“Yes, sir,” the tactical officer said. “Lieutenant Sefelt thought he saw a Breen warship on sensors about ten minutes ago, and we had to sedate him.”

“I was talking about Steffie,” Baxter said flatly.

“Oh,” Keefler said. “Nope. She hasn’t made a peep.”

“Good,” Baxter said, and punched the control to open up the doors to his readyroom.

“One other thing,” Keefler said. “We finally received a communication packet from Starfleet. I forwarded the appropriate communique’s to your terminal.”

“It’s about time,” Baxter said. “It’ll be nice to hear what’s been happening in the old neighborhood.” He walked into his office and sat down beside his desk, punching up the new messages on his desktop terminal.

The first recording that popped up was from his mom, dated about a month ago.

“Andy,” she said, apparently sitting in her own readyroom. “I hope you’re enjoying yourself skirting about the edges of the galaxy while the rest of us do the real work of Starfleet. Make sure you get plenty of exciting rock samples.”

“Right, Mom,” Baxter muttered at the screen.

“You should be interested to know that Captain Kimmel got herself in another spate of trouble recently. She accidentally blew up a Tamarian freighter. She thought they were trying to hijack her ship, but all they really wanted was directions to Alpha Sigma Nine.”

“Super,” Baxter muttered.

“Nobody was killed, thank goodness. Everyone was able to get to an escape pod before the ship exploded. But, needless to say, Captain Kimmel had a lot of explaining to do at Starfleet command. The Tracker has since been relegated to cargo escort.”

“Stupid use for an Explorer program vessel,” Baxter said. “It was an honest mistake. If I was chastised for every ship I mistakenly blew up…”

“And your father and I have some news for you when you return. Nothing that can be talked about over subspace. But it is important.” She looked at something off-screen, then looked back at Baxter, seemingly boring into his eyes with her own. He hated how she could do that. “Andy, there are going to be some changes around here. You’re going to have to learn to adapt to them. You’ve no doubt had it easy the last few months gallivanting around the outer rim, but when you get back here, you’re going to have to face a lot of hard truths. I hope you’re ready for what’s to come.”

“What?” Baxter asked blankly.

Then she waved and blew kisses. “Bye-bye for now, Booty Butt! Pathfinder out.”



After Hartley, Tilleran, and J’hana left, Vansen remained in the observation lounge to go over crew roster reports. She was supposed to be doing this with Richards and Peterman, but since they were both occupied by the events of their silly, stupid lives, she was forced to do the whole thing by herself.

Not that she minded, however. It just meant she got to make all the decisions.

She was deep into the issue of Lt. Pomador’s choice of hairstyle when the comm chirped.

“Keefler to Vansen.”

“What?”

“We just received a communication packet from Starfleet. I thought you’d like to know you have a priority one message in there.”

“Priority one?” Vansen asked, looking up. “Me?”

“Should I put it through?”

“No. Just sit on it until we return to Federation Space.”

“What, I…?”

“Yes you should put it through. And review Starfleet communications protocol for the rest of your shift. You’re obviously in need of some brushing up.”

“Fine…” Keefler muttered, and the channel closed.

Vansen muttered to herself about the Explorer crew’s incompetence and walked up to the observation lounge viewscreen, pulling up her message from Starfleet.

The Federation insignia popped up on the viewscreen, quickly replaced with the image of a Vulcan admiral, sitting behind a desk, presumably at Starfleet command.

“Lieutenant Commander Vansen. I am Admiral Velara, sector chief of the Sixth Fleet. Although you do not know me, please be assured that I sympathize with your current posting on the Explorer. At least as much as a Vulcan can have sympathy. I have watched your career with great interest since you left internal affairs for the Explorer, and believe you would be a good fit for a captaincy.”

Vansen’s eyes widened. “You don’t say…”

“And, to that end, I have recommended you for the captaincy of the U.S.S. Ari Fleisher, an Akira-class frigate recently out of the Utopia Planetia shipyards.”

“Akira…” Vansen grinned.

“Your promotion to captain will be effective as soon as the Explorer returns from its detached duty in deep space. That event should coincide with the conclusion of Fleisher’s shakedown, which is currently scheduled for Stardate 56904. Again, I am sorry we have left you out to dry on the Explorer for so long. Velara out.”

“Promotion…” Vansen said to herself again, rubbing her fingers together with glee. “Promotion! Captain!” She skipped out of the observation lounge, bypassed the bridge crew altogether, and headed down to the Constellation Club to get a drink. She deserved a celebration, even if she had no friends on the ship to celebrate with.



Bradley Dillon stood in the doorway to his lab as Gisele coyly attempted to peek over his shoulder.

“How do you classify this threat? Severe? Minor?” he asked, looking distracted. It also looked as if he had not shaved for a day or two. And it seemed he was wearing the same suit he had worn the day before. And was actually working WITHOUT his jacket on!

Gisele shifted from foot to foot. “I classify this threat as ‘J’hana,’ sir.”

Bradley nodded. “That’s all you have to say. I’ll step up my timetable.”

“Sir…” Gisele said. “I’ve been your assistant for several years now. I could better help you maintain the secrecy and safety of this mission if you’d tell me a little more about it. Certainly you can trust me.”

“I can’t trust anyone with this, Gisele,” Bradley said. “I’m sure you understand. Now I have a lot of work to do. Testing, and such.”

“But…”

“Good day, Gisele. And thank you for the heads up. Please clear my calendar for the next two days.” And, as the door closed, he added, “And for every day after that, until further notice.”



TWO YEARS AGO. . .



“We shall likely never meet again, Bradley Dillon,” Leximas said. “But know that I will forever care for you.”

Those words still rang in his ears.

For some time after Leximas delivered her farewell message, Bradley Dillon had merely gone through the process of saying goodbye to her. Of finally admitting he’d never see her again.

She was the closest thing to omnipotent that Bradley had ever known. Surely, if she knew he’d never see her again, she was probably correct.

But there was something nagging at Bradley. Something about loose ends. He didn’t like the idea of giving up on her that easily. It wasn’t his style.

Bradley had conquered his two biggest goals in life: Money and power. He’d amassed a personal fortune that rivaled anything in the known galaxy. He ruled the United Federation of Planets. His influence in the affairs of the universe was as limitless as it got for human beings. There was really no other great hurdle to skip.

Except for one.

Bradley had never known love. Never a love so pure as Leximas’. Never felt the bond of kinship, friendship. The simple knowledge that another person cared for him.

These things were alien to Bradley. And even though he rarely put a high pricetag on that, especially in conversational circles, there was no denying that it was worth all his latinum, all his wealth and power.

He’d give it all to see Leximas again.

So he looked for her. Hired investigators from across the quadrant. A former Tal Shiar agent, an Orion Independent Persuader, a Nausicaan mercenary.

They’d all come up empty-handed.

There was no Leximas, not anywhere.

He’d even hired mystics from Vulcan, Bajor, and Betazed. They searched the ether for her. They studied his mind, his thoughts, his pagh, his lifeline.

And not one of them could tell him how to find Leximas. She truly was gone.

So now Bradley was down to his last resort.

“Pavarotti,” the voice of Waystation’s commander, Captain Lisa Beck, boomed over the speakers in the small bridge of Dillon’s opulent interstellar yacht. “You are cleared for departure. Enjoy the planning conference at Senegal. And, if you’re so inclined, don’t worry about coming back. If you find somewhere else to set up your headquarters, by all means, do it. We won’t mind!”

“Thank you, Captain Beck,” Bradley said dryly, and cut the channel. He looked up at the viewer as he worked the controls, piloting his ship toward the massive, purple and green gravitic disturbance just adjacent to Waystation.

It was called the Bermuda Expanse.

Bradley checked his sensors. He’d just moved out of Waystation’s active scanning range and was only a few hundred thousand kilometers from the edge of the phenomenon. He then hit a switch, activating Pavarotti’s sensor-reflective shielding. He didn’t want any misguided attempts at going in to rescue him.

“Entering stellar phenomenon,” the deep, basso voice of his computer said sternly. “Gravitic forces at zero point seven G and rising.”

“Compensate with inertial dampers,” Bradley told the computer. “Maintain attitude control.”

The stars on the viewscreen gave way to purple and green roiling mass as the Pavarotti dove into the Bermuda Expanse.

It was time for Bradley to know, finally, where Leximas was.

“All right,” he said, to nobody in particular. “Talk to me, Directors. Let’s have out with it.”

Nothing happened.

“Stationkeeping,” he told the computer. “Maintain our position with thrusters.” The ship rumbled a little as the engines struggled to keep the ship in place, in spite of the gravitic disturbances. Bradley admitted a little fear at treading into this phenomenon. It was known for grabbing Federation ships and sweeping them off to the Delta Quadrant, or worse, back in time.

Bradley shivered at that thought.

“Well,” he said. “Somebody talk to me.” He punched a control, opening hailing frequencies. “Directors. This is Federation President Bradley Dillon. I demand you speak to me now.”

Still no response.

He stood up. “Fine then. Fine!” He marched back to the airlock, grabbing a space suit off the wall and stepping into it. “You won’t talk to me unless I hop out there and meet you on your own terms, then we’ll do it the hard way.”

He yanked on a helmet and clasped the seal, activating the suit’s internal oxygen system.

“Let’s talk, Directors!” he called out, and stepped through the airlock hatch, throwing a lever that cycled the inner door closed and wheeled the outer door open.

And he was swept out into the vast, swirling expanse, caught in the gravitational eddies, like a leaf in the wind.

Soon thereafter, he lost consciousness.

Minutes later, he sat up, dazed, and saying, “Where…where…?”

Someone put a hand on his chest. “You’re safe, Mister President. You’re back on Waystation.” It was Dr. Amedon Nelson, Waystation’s Chief Medical Officer. “Want to explain why you decided to go out for a walk? In space?”

“It was…it was a…”

“There’s no need to explain,” Captain Beck said, folding her arms as she watched Amedon press a hypospray into Bradley’s arm. “I can see what’s going on here.”

“You can?” Bradley asked, truly surprised.

“It’s called ‘Nebula Jumping.’ I read about it in Federation Weekly. People amass so much power and wealth, they have to participate in ‘extreme sports’ just so they can feel alive. John Simms Junior was found floating in the Mutara Nebula just ten days ago. Poor guy had to be resuscitated for an hour. He’s still groggy.”

“You’re eminently perceptive as usual, Captain,” Bradley said shakily, sliding off the biobed. “Now, thanks to Doctor Nelson’s ministrations, I am fine again.”

“You sure about that?” Beck asked, as Bradley headed for the door to Waystation’s Infirmary.

“Quite,” he said, then turned and stood in the doorway. “One thing. How did you find me?”

“We always have you followed when you leave the station. Standard procedure. You see, we don’t trust you.”

“A wise precaution,” Bradley said with a small smile, and left.

Bradley smiled a lot, and nodded with recognition at the many crewmembers aboard Waystation as he made his way back to his quarters. Best to show a good face to the people. Let them know he was looking out for their interests.

But when he got back to his quarters, and the doors were closed, he sunk to the floor, leaning against one of his massive, arched bookcases, arms resting on his knees.

The dim quarters seemed so empty, especially now. As the stars spun lazily by through the viewports, Bradley wondered why the Directors hadn’t spoken to him. Maybe they had better things to do.

As it was, he was currently out of options. Going into the Bermuda Expanse had been his last resort.

Now he had to face the sad truth that he’d never see Lexi again.

So much for divine intervention.

Bradley sighed, and was about to stand up, when a book slipped off a shelf above him and fell to the floor.

As it fell, it flopped open, displaying two pages full of photographs.

“What’s this?” Bradley asked, picking up the book and standing up. He took it over to his desk and called for the lights to come on. He squinted at the photographs. He had forgotten that he even had this book. He could have sworn it had been left in storage on Earth.

It was the Dillon family scrap book, going back through generations of the Dillon line. Bradley’s father insisted there be some kind of “continuity” in the family. An appreciation of the family’s past, the roots, and how they’d arrived at where they were. How family was an important building block to the future. Bradley had argued as recently as last month to his father, who now lived on a retirement colony, that all that was moot, since he was the Federation President now, and could do anything he wanted. What did family matter, when compared to running an entire quadrant?

Yet here it was, opened to one of the early pages, to photographs from hundreds of years in Earth’s past. Ancestors of Bradley’s that were generations removed, who he barely knew.

And one who looked very familiar. He squinted at the picture of a robust, broad-faced, smiling man who stood, dressed in a tuxedo, his arm wrapped around the waist of a tall, elegantly-dressed woman with…shimmering, almost silvery eyes…

He gasped, ripping the photo from his sticky perch on the page. He held it aloft, holding it up to the light, his hand trembling.

He’d found her.

“Computer…” he stammered. “Access Dillon Family Database.”



NOW. . .



Captain Baxter was still wondering about that communication from his mother as he headed down to Counselor Peterman’s office. What was so important she couldn’t tell him over subspace? Did he really want to know?

There wasn’t anything else interesting in the communication packet. Just some notes about how the Romulan peace process was moving along agonizingly slow, how a few Cardassian splinter groups had united with the Orion Syndicate to attempt to steal and pillage their way back to a robust and economically-sound Cardassia.

And, apparently, wouldn’t you know, Captain Conway was NOT enjoying his time in the Gamma Quadrant. He’d spilled coffee on the Karemma Ambassador and pushed a Weyoun clone off a cliff on a routine away mission. Conway and his cliffs, Baxter thought with a giggle.

Pretty boring stuff, all in all. Baxter, nevertheless, was looking forward to getting back to Federation space and picking up the Explorer mission where it left off–close to eight months earlier.

He walked up to Peterman’s office door and punched the door call.

When there was no answer, he tapped his combadge. “Baxter to Peterman.”

“Go ahead,” his wife answered, a little breathlessly.

“Just wanted to know if you’d like to get some lunch. It’s kind of slow on the bridge right now. J’hana’s trying to bust into the President’s suite and my mom sent me an ominous message, but you know…whatever.”

“Actually, hon, I’m kind of busy right now.”

“Oh.”

“But I do need to talk to you. How about you come down to my quarters?”

Baxter scratched his head. “Don’t you mean up?”

“No. I mean down. You know, my quarters.”

“Where you keep the animals?”

“Sort of. Just come on down.”

“Umm…okay,” Baxter said, and headed for the nearest turbolift. He suddenly had a very queasy feeling in the pit of his stomach, but he was sure he was just overreacting.



“I’m moving out for a little while, Andy,” Peterman said, bouncing little Steffie on her knee as she sat on a newly-replicated couch in her old quarters, which, until very recently, had been nothing more than an animal barn.

Baxter sunk into the highbacked chair opposite the couch. “Moving out? You mean you’re leaving me?”

“No, silly,” Peterman said. “Nothing as drastic as that. I love you as much as I ever did. Maybe even more.”

Baxter nodded. “You just don’t want to live with me anymore. That seems reasonable.”

“Andy, you’re overreacting.”

“Yeah, most wives move out on their husband after three years of marriage.”

“Almost four,” Peterman said quietly.

Baxter looked at her. “I know.”

“I just…I need some time to myself.”

“That’s why you have an office,” Baxter said, and realized that sounded stupid as soon as he said it. “How long will you be doing this?”

“Until I get my bearings,” Peterman said. “Figure out what I want to do with my life. The first thing I have to do is re-read that book I wrote. See if there’s any truth in there, or whether it was just propaganda being fed to me by my cat.”

“The book’s finished?”

“All but the last chapter.” Peterman turned Steffie to face her and looked in the eight month old child’s eyes. “I guess I need some space, and some time. Then maybe I’ll be ready to revise the book, and write that last chapter.”

“Is it going to have a happy ending?”

Peterman glanced at Baxter, raising an eyebrow. “What do you think?”

“I think I love you,” Baxter said, rising. “And I think I made you a promise a few days ago that I’d do whatever it took to help you. If this is what that means, then so be it.”

“Whew!” Yeoman James Briggs exclaimed, walking in from the rear room, decked out in coveralls and a polka-dot kerchief tied around his head. He also wore elbow-length rubber gloves and knee-length rubber boots. “It’s a real pig sty back there. I mean…it actually is a pig sty.”

“You leave Thumper alone,” Peterman giggled.

“Sweetie, don’t worry,” Briggs said, falling onto the couch with Peterman and wrapping his arms around her. “Once we finish redecorating this place, you’ll never want to leave.”

Baxter glared at him.

“I mean, you know…” Briggs looked from Peterman to Baxter. “Oops. I seem to have made a faux pas.”

“Smells like it,” Baxter said, and walked toward the door.

“Wait!” Peterman exclaimed, walking up to join him, Steffie in hand.

Baxter looked at her as she approached him.

“We have to decide what to do about Steffie. I thought we’d switch off. You know, like you can have her on even-numbered days.”

“Fine,” Baxter said. “Anything. I’ll come by and get her from you tomorrow.”

“Don’t look so sad,” Peterman said. “This isn’t a bad thing. It’s a learning experience for both of us.” She leaned forward and kissed Baxter gently on the lips.

When Baxter pulled away, he looked at her, cocking his head quizzically.

“That’s a promise…that I’m coming back,” she smiled. “And…” She lowered her voice. “Don’t worry about James. You know we’re just friends.”

“Obviously,” Baxter said. “You’re not his type.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Um…nothing.”



“You know what sucks?” Lt. Commander Hartley asked, as she leaned back against Mirk’s chest in the bathtub of their quarters, bubbles all around.

“Frenalian eels?” the Maloxian asked, gently rubbing a loofa sponge across Hartley’s shoulders.

“That, and the fact that I have to get up in fifteen minutes and go back to rebuilding the starboard power conduit.”

“Then you’ll get all dirty all over again, and we’ll have to do this all over again this evening,” Mirk said. “What a chore.”

“Yeah,” Hartley said, turning her head a little and closing her eyes. “Of course it’ll have to be quick, because we’ve got to be at Richards’s wedding at nineteen hundred.”

“Oh, yeah. They moved up the wedding. I’m going to have to check on the lobster pate.”

“Hasn’t that stuff been sitting around for a while?”

“It has a nine year shelf life,” Mirk said. “It’s still good.”

“If you’re sure…”

“Isn’t it funny?” Mirk asked, as he rubbed Hartley’s shoulders. “That just a few months ago, we were pacing around the ship, getting ready for our own wedding?”

“Does seem like a long time ago.”

“I was going to say that the time has gone by too fast. Before you know it, I’ll be a cantankerous old bartender, and you a wily engineer with gray hair.”

“Hey? Why am I the only one getting gray hair?”

Mirk smiled, gently pinching Hartley. “Cause I’m omnipotent.”

“Sure. Rub it in.” She grinned. “So, in this future you propose, are we grandparents?”

Mirk thought about that. “I suppose. Then again, to become grandparents, I guess you first have to be parents.”

Hartley nodded. “Following that logic, I’d say eventually one of us will have to get pregnant.”

“I hope that was not a joke about my Maloxian anatomy.”

“Not at all,” Hartley said. “Anyway, I have better hips than you.”

“You’re right,” Mirk said, and began kissing his way down Hartley’s neck. “I almost forgot.” He then gently turned her cheek so she faced him. “So…do you want to get started on that family or what?”

“Silly,” Hartley grinned. “We have fifteen minutes.”

“So we can do it twice,” Mirk said, and the two slid down into the bubbles.

Just as the door chime sounded.

“Go away!” Hartley shouted.

“It’s important,” Lt. Commander Vansen’s voice called back.

“Is the ship about to blow up?”

“No more than usual.”

“Then what is it?” Hartley growled, leaning over the edge of her tub.

“I want to promote you.”

Hartley and Mirk exchanged glances.

“I want to hear all about it,” Hartley said. “Just give me seven and a half minutes.”

“Oh, very well.”

“Actually, make it eight.”



“Whaddaya want, Andy, can’t ya see I’m busy?” Janice Browning asked, gesturing Baxter into her quarters and stumbling over to her couch, where she fell face down.

“I’m sorry,” Baxter said, gingerly stepping in and looking around. An array of colorful, empty bottles were all over the living room. “I didn’t mean to interrupt your getting completely trashed.”

“It’s just synthe-trashed. And before you suggest anything about me being a bad parent, lemme tell ya that Plato is spending the night with Lieutenant Fowler’s daughter. In separate beds I hope. She’s fourteen! He’s only two!”

“I don’t think you have anything to worry about,” Baxter said, sitting down next to Browning. “Plato and I had a little talk about dating. He’s got a good head on his shoulders.”

Browning leaned up, then winced, immediately wishing she hadn’t. “Damn! Dizzy spell. What are you doing talking to my son about dating?”

“It was just the beginner’s guide,” Baxter said. “You know, the guide I went by until I was twenty-nine.”

“Oh,” she giggled, leaning on Baxter’s shoulder and slapping him hard on the chest. “Then he should be safe!”

“Har har. Why on Earth are you laying in here drinking at seventeen hundred?”

“Because I’mma lonely,” she muttered, and fell across his lap. “Night night.”

Baxter looked down at Browning as she lay there. He felt useless. He gently patted her hair. “Janice…why are you…?”

“Hnnnkk….make me a pizza,” she said, squirming, burying her head in a pillow.

“In a minute,” Baxter said. “I want to know why…” He thought a moment. “Of course. Chris.”

“He’s getting married tomorrow, Andy,” Browning said, rolling onto her back and looking up at Baxter. “Married.”

“Yeah. But history tells us those things don’t always go off without a hitch,” Baxter said. “Look at what happened when you two were about to get married.”

“Don’t remind me,” Browning sighed. “What do I care anyway? Why should I begrudge him his happiness?”

“Is it because you maybe don’t think he’ll be happy?”

“No. He’ll be happy. Him and Susan love each other. They make a sweet couple. They’ll be just fine.”

“To tell you the truth, I’m surprised they’re going through with it.”

Browning leaned up quickly, then winced again. “You are?”

“Yeah. I always thought Susan was just tiding Chris over until he found someone he liked more.”

“Ya know…” Browning said, pointing at Baxter’s chest. “You might not want to mention that when you perform the ceremony tomorrow.”

“I’ll probably steer clear of it, yes.”

“Now temmy why you’re here,” Browning slurred, leaning on Baxter’s shoulder.

“It’s…nothing. I should go. You’ve got a lot on your mind…”

“No way!” Browning said, shoving Baxter back against the couch. “I’m yer friend. So temmy what’s wrong!”

“Not until you sober up,” Baxter said, folding his arms.

Browning rolled her eyes. “You’re no fun.”

“I’m serious. If you really want to talk to me, I need you with your faculties intact.”

“Faculty!” Browning said with a giggle. “Oh, fine.” She looked thoughtful for a moment, then when she looked at Baxter, her eyes were clear. “Man…that Frenalian scotch has a nasty ten second hangover. I’m all better now, though.”

“Good,” Baxter said, scooting down the couch a bit. “You were starting to scare me. I can’t remember the last time I saw you drunk.”

“It’s been a while,” Browning agreed. “Why doesn’t Bradley like me?”

Baxter stared at Browning a moment. “I thought we’d gotten to why I was here.”

“We’re back to why I’m here. Why doesn’t Bradley like me?”

Baxter took a deep breath. “Because he’s not a very nice person, Janice.”

“He’s not?”

“All I know is, he’s so focused on this mission of his, he doesn’t have any time in his life for love. You can’t compete with his ambition and greed. They’re endless. His ability to love, I would guess, is not.”

“But how can that be?” Browning asked, curling her legs under her. “I mean…he’s just a person. Just like us.”

“Sometimes I wonder,” Baxter said. “Especially if he could actually turn you away.”

“Twice,” Browning said.

“Twice?”

“I tried again last night. I was rebuffed. With extreme prejudice.”

“See, I don’t get that,” Baxter said. “Doesn’t he see how beautiful you are?” He looked at Browning. “How sweet, and funny, and intelligent and…”

“Stop it, Andrew,” Browning said, putting a finger to Baxter’s lips.

“Brt it’s true,” Baxter said through her finger.

“I know, but I don’t want to hear you say those things.”

“Why?”

“Because. Because it doesn’t help me at all to know that you think them.”

“You’re going to find an amazing guy one day, Janice. And he’s going to love you. And you’re going to love him.”

“I already have,” Browning said, leaning against Baxter and wrapping her arms around him. “I–I already do.” They sat there embraced for a few moments; then Browning looked up at Baxter, strands of hair falling down in front of her face. “Now what did you come to talk to me about?”

He looked down at her. “I…don’t know anymore.” Then he leaned forward and kissed her softly on the lips.



In the wee hours of the morning, with the shift change to Alpha just about to begin, Bradley Dillon took a step back from his lab table and looked at his blinking, stark white, triangular device.

“It’s finished,” he said softly, gripping its handles, feeling its weight as he lifted it. “I’ve finally done it.”



ONE YEAR AGO. . .



“Nothing. We’ve got nothing,” Dr. Azar said, his image grimacing on Bradley’s desktop screen in his office on Waystation. “Every test, every prototype, has backfired with exceedingly undesirable results.”

“So you’re telling me you can’t rebuild the time pod,” Bradley said, steepling his fingers to his chin. “You can’t rebuild something you yourself built in the first place.”

“That time pod was a stroke of personal genius!” Azar retorted. “It was a once-in-a-lifetime invention. It was like gossamer…so delicate it could not be dissected, could not be studied, could not be replicated. It cannot be done.”

“I suppose I’ve been paying you for nothing, then,” Bradley sighed.

“Not at all,” Azar said, picking up a padd and looking at it. “My staff and I have come up with some suggestions that could help you achieve your desired results.”

“I’m listening.”

“How about using Warpin’ XP. We could install it on the Pavarotti and you could use that to slingshot around the sun.”

“Impossible,” Bradley said. “I’ve already tried that. The Temporal Commission meticulously tracks the client license for that programming. I can’t get my hands on it. And nobody on that commission can be bribed. They’re imbribable.”

“You can’t buy it on the black market?”

“You obviously didn’t hear the news of Warpux, the Warpin’ clone. Some poor fool from Miradorn used it to go back and taste the best sandwich he’d ever made. He ended up erasing himself from existence.”

“How do we know he ever existed, then?”

Bradley shrugged. “The news.”

“Oh.” Azar consulted his list. “Well, I have others. How about the Guardian of Forever?”

“No. Too risky. There are bound to be questions…”

“The orb of time?”

“A very wise Cardassian once told me ‘don’t screw with the prophets.’ I’ve chosen to respect that advice. Next suggestion.”

Azar looked at his padd. “That’s really it.”

“Fine,” Bradley said, and leaned forward to cut the channel. “I’ll just find another way.”

Azar looked at someone off-screen. “What? No. I’m not even going to bring that up. We agreed we wouldn’t discuss…”

“Something else?” Bradley asked with a raised eyebrow.

“No,” Azar said. “It’s too dangerous. Too risky.”

Bradley leaned forward. “Tell me more.”

“Well, I have another device in development. A handheld variety on the time pod. It’s actually nearly in working condition. But it’s missing a key element that…well, hasn’t been invented yet by anyone in the Federation.”

“And?”

“Well, it HAS been invented by a race outside the Federation. One you’ve had dealings with before. But I know it would be almost impossible to contact them…probably not even worth the trouble.”

“The Bast,” Bradley said. “Yes. Thank you for your help, Doctor Azar. I’ll be contacting you shortly. Please send all the schematics of that new device to me, on a coded channel.”

“Mister President, I’m not sure you want to go down this road…”

“That is for me to decide, Dr. Azar. Now then, you have work to do. And so do I.”



NOW. . .



“I’ve finally done it!” J’hana said, strolling into Tilleran’s room as the Betazoid slept. “Lights!”

“Wha?” Tilleran asked, rolling over and covering her eyes with her hand. “Jan? What are you doing here?”

“Get dressed. I’ve finally figured out how to get past the President’s security.”

“How?” Tilleran asked, sitting up.

J’hana smiled. “A little bit of cloak and dagger.”



“I do not believe I am comfortable with this idea,” Chaka’kan said, standing in front of Baxter’s desk in his readyroom, while Tilleran and J’hana sat on the couch.

“I’m not either,” Baxter said, looking at J’hana. “You’re asking me to send Chaka into the President’s suite like some kind of secret assassin.”

“Right, except he won’t be trying to assassinate the President,” J’hana said, then looked at Chaka. “Unless you really want to, that is.”

“I don’t particularly see a need to,” Chaka said, shifting from foot to foot. “Really, I’ve been trying to focus on my gardening lately.”

“And that’s a noble pursuit,” Baxter said. “Much better than stalking around, cloaked.”

“I haven’t shrouded in some time,” Chaka said.

“Then what better way to get your practice?” J’hana asked. “Send him in, Captain. Find out what Dillon’s up to.”

“You’re dying to know,” Tilleran said. “Admit it.”

“Glad you have your powers back,” Baxter muttered. “Okay. So we send in our shrouded Jem’Hadar. One question…how do you plan to actually get around his security measures? He’s undoubtedly coded every entrance to every room in that suite.”

“I’ve been considering that,” J’hana said. “And I think I know a way in.”

“She’s going to seduce the secretary,” Tilleran said with a grin.

Baxter nodded approvingly. “Well, J’hana, when you’re hot you’re hot.”

J’hana stood. “I will let you know.” And she walked out, followed by a reluctant Chaka.

Tilleran remained, sitting on the couch, as Baxter stood up and walked toward the door.

“Anything else?” Baxter asked. “I’m needed on the bridge.”

Tilleran looked at him. “No. Nothing else.” She smiled, gently shaking her head as she got up and left. “Your secret’s safe with me.”

Baxter watched her go. “What secret? Wait! Come back here. Damn it, why’d you have to get your powers back!”



“Nervous, Chris?” Counselor Peterman asked, leaning in the doorway to Briggs’s shoppe, watching as Richards turned to and fro, running his hands along the folds of his gleaming black tuxedo. Steffie was hanging on to Peterman’s back, snug in her little baby papoose.

“About what? The wedding? Nah. That’s a piece of cake.”

“Corvallan lemon butter peppermint cake, as I understand it,” Peterman said.

“Mmm. Sounds lovely.”

“I talked to James yesterday. Sounds like you have a very nice ceremony planned.”

“It’s going to be nice no matter what,” Richards said, sucking in his stomach a little bit and turning to the side. Yeah, he was definitely just as good-looking as he was the last time he tried to get married. “That’s what I realized yesterday, what set this whole thing in motion. I don’t need a big fancy wedding. I don’t need all my friends from Mayweather High School there. There doesn’t need to be a seventy-five piece band. I just want to get married. And I don’t want to procrastinate anymore.”

“Because you’ve done that in the past?” Peterman asked.

“Yeah. And I’m not going to make the same mistake twice.”

“You’re sure you’re not just rushing into this so you don’t have a chance to call the whole thing off?”

Richards glared at Peterman. “Are you actively trying to ruin my wedding day?”

“No. Just throwing something out there.”

“Well don’t throw anything else out there. Me and Susan are going to be very happy together.”

“I believe you!” Peterman said, holding up her hands.

“And if there are problems, we’ll face them. I won’t run away from them.”

Peterman narrowed her eyes. “And just what is that supposed to mean?”

“You know what it means,” Richards said. “You don’t really think you’re qualified to give marriage advice when you gave up on yours, do you?”

“I didn’t give up,” Peterman said.

“Yeah. You just need your space.”

“Maybe when you’re married you’ll see what I’m talking about,” Peterman said. “It’s possible to love someone with all your heart but still need some time away from him. It’s a natural part of our existence.”

“You sure about that?” Richards asked her.

Peterman turned around and walked out the door. “Whatever. I’ll see you tonight, Chris. Good luck.”

“Yeah,” Richards said, to himself. “I guess I’ll need it.”



“You ready?” Tilleran asked J’hana, as the pair walked up to the doors to the Presidential offices.

“Almost,” she said, then looked down at her tunic. She quickly zipped it about halfway down, then turned toward Tilleran. “Well?”

“Provocative, but not slutty,” Tilleran concluded.

“Oh.” She zipped it down a little more. “How about that?”

“Slutty.”

“Perfect.” J’hana then turned in the other direction. “How about you, Chaka?”

“I’m fine,” a voice said, seemingly from out of nowhere. “Did you really mean it when you said you’d take me out for ice cream after this?”

“No,” J’hana said, and pushed the call button.



Captain Baxter sat in the command chair, staring at the viewscreen. “Any word from Tilleran or J’hana yet?” he asked, turning to face Keefler at tactical.

The security officer shook his head. “Not yet.”

“Damn,” Baxter said. “It’s been an hour.”

“J’hana did instruct me to flood the entire area with deadly nerve toxin if she didn’t come out in two hours.”

“Belay that order,” Baxter muttered. “I keep telling that woman that we have anesthezine for a reason.”

“Yes, sir.”

Baxter turned back around and stared at the stars on the viewscreen. The normally crowded bridge was especially quiet today, what with Richards out getting ready for the wedding, Bradley Dillon plotting something, Tilleran and J’hana out to stop him, Peterman…keeping her distance…and Vansen…well, he didn’t know where Vansen was.

“Well,” Baxter finally said. “Anybody want to chat? About anything?”

Lt. Madera spun around in her seat at helm. “Can I tell you how beautiful my chiffon dress is going to be?”

“Shouldn’t you be getting ready for tonight, Lieutenant?” Baxter asked.

“Not at all,” Madera said. “I’ve been ready since I was fourteen.”

“I don’t want to know what that means,” Baxter said. “But you’re dismissed. You shouldn’t have to work on your wedding day. What heartless soul worked that little piece of scheduling? Nevermind. I just answered my own question. Vansen.”



“So, what’s your favorite fruit?” J’hana asked, leaning across Gisele’s desk, exposing her roiling blue cleavage, as Tilleran strolled about the waiting room.

“Melons,” Gisele said, then shook her head, looking dazed. She giggled. “I don’t know why I said that. I meant…gourds. Oops! I did it again!”

J’hana wrinkled her nose. “Are you flirting?”

“Maybe a little,” Gisele said, drawing on her desk in little circles with her finger. “What do you care? You’re taken, right?” She glanced over J’hana’s shoulder at Tilleran.

“Oh. Her? That’s just for sport,” J’hana said. “You have nothing to fear from her.”

“I see,” Gisele said, leaning back in her chair. “Well maybe she has something to fear from me.”

“I like the way you think,” J’hana said.

<J’hana,> Tilleran suddenly whispered in the Andorian’s mind. <I’ve got the codes. It was almost too easy. She was trying so hard not to think about them, all she did was think about them. Oh. And she’s not really interested in you. She’s just stalling you.>

“Stalling me?”

“Hmm?” Gisele asked, plafully running a finger down along J’hana’s arm. “You’re so muscular, Lieutenant.”

J’hana grabbed both of her wrists as Tilleran walked up beside the Andorian. “Why are you stalling me, shevath?”

“I’ll never tell!” Gisele spat. “I mean, I don’t know what you’re talking about!” She tried to work her wrists free, but J’hana’s grip was unbreakable. “Gisele to…”

Tilleran pressed a hypospray into the administrative assistant’s arm and she immediately went limp.

“We’d better get her to the brig,” J’hana said. “Do you have any idea what she was trying to buy time for?”

“No. I don’t think she knows either,” Tilleran said. “But whatever it is, it’s going to happen soon.”

“We have to warn the captain. But first, we have to get this lovely thing to the brig. Tie her up real tight…”

“Work first, play later, J’hana!”

“Right, right…”



“What are you going to do?” J’hana asked, as she walked with Captain Baxter down the corridor, just a few minutes later.

“Nothing fancy. I’m just going to walk in there and talk to the man.”

“Is that smart?”

“It’s smarter than a full scale ground assualt.”

“If you say so. Still, I will be monitoring from the bridge, and my forces will be standing by.”

“Right.”

“Captain!” Vansen said, nearly bumping into Baxter as he rounded a bend in the corridor. “I’m glad I ran into you.”

“What do you want?” Baxter asked impatiently.

“Just to give you this,” she said, handing Baxter a padd. “Something we’ve both wanted for a long time. My resignation!”

“Happy day,” Baxter said. “What do I owe the…” He looked down at the padd. “They gave you a ship?”

“Yes. Didn’t you hear? Any fool can get one. Oh, I forgot, you already know that.”

“And you’re already a fool.” Baxter continued down the corridor.

“Oh, I almost forgot,” Vansen said as she walked off in the other direction. “I’m taking your chief engineer and your bartender with me. Hope you don’t mind. Later!”

Baxter stopped in mid-stride, wincing. “That bitch.”

“Stay on task, Captain,” J’hana said, resting a hand on Baxter’s shoulder. “We can find ways to torture Lieutenant Commander Vansen later.”

“Leave your fantasies out of this,” Baxter snapped, and continued down the corridor.

“Andy,” Doctor Browning said, ducking out of the nearby door to Sickbay. “Am I glad to see you. We need to talk.”

Baxter walked up to the nearest turbolift. “Yeah. We do.”

J’hana looked from one person to the other.

“Alone,” Baxter said, stepping into the turbolift and pulling Browning in with him.

“Try not to get blown up,” J’hana said helpfully as the doors closed.

“I’m so sorry about last night,” Browning said once they were alone.

“It’s as much my fault as yours, Janice.”

“No. It’s my fault. I was drunk.”

“We both had clear heads and you know it.”

“I don’t think anything’s clear.”

It was then that Baxter realized they were holding hands. “Stop that!” he said.

“You grabbed MY hand.”

“Oh.” He quickly let go and folded his arms. “Sorry.”

“It’s okay.”

Baxter stared at the ceiling of the turbolift. “What were we thinking?”

“That we were both hurting and alone.” She looked at the floor. “Kelly told me everything at breakfast this morning.”

Baxter’s eyes went wide.

“Needless to say, I wasn’t as chatty.” She touched his arm. “She still loves you, Andy. I’ve told you that again and again. Just give her time.”

“Time doesn’t fix everything,” Baxter muttered as the lift doors opened, and Browning and Baxter came face to face with Peterman and Richards.

Baxter shrieked like a little girl and Browning punched him in the arm.

“Hey!” Browning said, dragging Baxter out of the turbolift. “What are you guys doing here?”

Peterman and Richards glared at each other, then Peterman pointed to Steffie, who was still riding in her pappoose on the counselor’s back.

“I’m here to give Steffie to her daddy.”

Richards looked at Browning. “And I’m here because I got your message. What the hell was with that? What do you mean you’re not coming to my wedding?”

“I can’t do it, Christopher. Please, don’t ask me again,” she said, and followed Baxter down the corridor.

“Where are we going?” Peterman asked, as she and Richards picked up step behind Baxter and Browning.

“To talk to Bradley Dillon,” Baxter said. “Find out what he’s been plotting.”

“He’s been plotting something?” Peterman asked.

“I had no idea,” Richards said.

“Makes sense to me,” Browning said.

They arrived at the door to Bradley’s offices, and Baxter looked at the others. “If you guys will excuse me…”

“Oh no,” Browning said. “I’m going in there. If he really is doing something that’s putting this ship at risk, more so than what he’s already done, I’m the most likely one to get it out of him. I’m the only one here who has a personal relationship with the guy.”

“As Ship’s Counselor,” Peterman said, folding her arms, “It’s my job to try and talk Bradley out of whatever he’s doing.”

Everyone looked at Richards. “What? I have some time to kill before the wedding.”

“Fine,” Baxter said, punching the door control. “Strength in numbers.”

As soon as they walked into the waiting room, Chaka’kan shimmered into view directly in front of them, looking breathless. “I am sorry, Captain. I got lost. This is a surprisingly large complex.”

“That’s okay, Chaka,” Baxter said, patting the Jem’Hadar on the back. “You did your best. You can run along now.”

“Could you go check on Plato?” Browning asked. “He should be getting out of school soon.”

Chaka’kan bowed slightly. “Babysitting is life.” Then he walked out of the room.

Baxter tapped his combadge. “J’hana…”

“Yes, Captain. We’re using Gisele’s codes to disable all the sensor masks, door locks, and forcefields in the complex. You should be free to move around in about twenty seconds.”

“What about the Special Secret Section?” Richards asked.

“They have been beamed, quite against their will, into the brig.”

“We’re going to have a hell of a time explaining this to the Federation Council,” Baxter sighed. “Oh well.” He turned toward the door beside Gisele’s desk and walked through, into the long corridor beyond. “J’hana, is there any indication Bradley knows we’re coming?”

“Sensors show he’s been in his lab all morning, except for a brief trip to his quarters about an hour ago. He hasn’t made any communications.”

Peterman looked at the rows of doors along the corridor. “And which one is the lab?”

“Twelfth door on your left,” J’hana said. “Homewrecker.”

“Was she talking to you or me?” Baxter asked.

“Why would she be talking to you?” Peterman asked.

“Onward,” Baxter said, charging down the corridor.

“What the hell is up with the two of them?” Richards asked Browning.

“Beats me,” Browning said. “Hey, look! More doors!”



Bradley Dillon stared at himself in the mirror that hung beside his workbench in the lab. His suit looked excellent. A little retro, maybe, but he admired the subtle navy blue tones and the swirls gold in that…that primitive thing they called a “tie.”

He wriggled it a little tighter around his neck, then straightened it, admiring the lines of his houndstooth jacket. Yes. He looked perfect. Every hair in place.

This was how he wanted to meet her.

No, not meet her. Reunite with her.

Once again, Bradley patted each of his pockets, ensuring he’d remember to bring all the necessities. It wouldn’t do for him to get where he was going only to realize he’d forgotten a major item.

He felt the small, velvet box in his right coat pocket. Yes, he had everything.

He walked over to the work bench, picked up the triangular device, and switched it on. Its console lit, and with a hum, it came online, displaying a string of information on its small screen.

“Excellent,” Bradley said, and checked, then re-checked the coordinates. He had to ensure that he arrived at the best possible moment. Nothing would be left to chance. He punched a control on the device, and it emitted a solid blue beam, breaking into the space in front of him and opening a twisting, crackling black vortex.

He’d made it this far. Nothing, nobody, could stand in his way.

Then the doors to the lab opened, and Baxter, Peterman, Browning, and Richards all walked in.

“Oh, I’m sorry!” Baxter said, clapping his hands on his face in mock-surprise. “I thought this was the fitness center. I must’ve made a wrong turn somewhere.”

Bradley turned away from the vortex to face them. “What is the meaning of this?”

“Apparently you stole a little item from our science lab,” Baxter said. He pointed at the device Bradley was holding. “Is it in there somewhere?”

“That’s none of your business.”

“This is my ship, bucko,” Baxter said. “Everything that happens here is my business.” He reached for the device. “Now hand that over so we can get a look at what you’ve been up to. Determine exactly how much you’ve endangered this crew.”

Bradley pulled the device away from Baxter, stuffing it under his arm. “I haven’t endangered them at all, you imbecile,” he said, his voice shaking. “This has nothing to do with any of you. Just let me…let me do this.”

“Do what?” Peterman demanded, stepping forward. “Go through there–” she pointed. “–into God knows where?”

“I know exactly where,” Bradley said.

“What is this all about?” Browning asked, tentatively walking toward Bradley. “Why are you doing this?”

“It would take far too long to explain,” Bradley said, glancing over his shoulder at the vortex.

Richards stared at it, transfixed on the swirling yellow energies within. “Anybody got a tricorder?”

“I don’t need a tricorder to tell me that thing’s bad news,” Baxter said, and lunged at Bradley, making another grab for the device.

Bradley shifted it under his other arm, and backed away from Baxter, toward the vortex. “Thanks for having me aboard your ship. You’ve all been most hospitable. Think of it this way: In a few moments, none of you will have to worry about me ever again. I’m not your problem anymore. Now get out of this lab before it explodes. And I do mean that literally.”

“Bradley…” Browning said softly, as Bradley backed closer to the vortex, his feet now right at the edge of it.

“Goodbye, Janice,” Bradley said with a smile, and turned, leaping into the vortex.

“No you don’t!” Baxter cried out, grabbing for Bradley’s foot. He slipped, and fell forward.

Right into the vortex.

“Andy!” Peterman and Browning shrieked at the same time, then stared at one another. They both chased Baxter into the vortex.

“Sh**,” Richards said, tapping his combadge. “Richards to J’hana. We have a huge…”

And then it very quickly started to shrink.

Richards made the decision in a split-second. He jumped into the shrinking void.

The vortex disappeared, and then the room was very, very quiet.

Five minutes later, the room exploded.



Minutes after Richards had called her, J’hana was running down the corridor toward Bradley Dillon’s suite, Tilleran on her heels.

Suddenly, a huge explosion rocked the deck, sending them both flying backwards onto their backsides. Plumes of smoke and licks of flame billowed out of the shorn bulkhead that had enclosed the Presidential Offices.

“I was just joking when I told them not to get blown up!” J’hana shouted, as Tilleran helped her to her feet. The Andorian shrugged off Tilleran’s hand and withdrew her phaser, turning the setting up a few notches.

“It’s an explosion, J’hana,” Tilleran said, squeezing J’hana’s shoulder as they walked. “You’re not going to hurt it with a phaser!”

“I may have to cut bodies out of molten deuterium!”

“That’s it. Be optimistic,” Tilleran said wryly, and tapped her combadge. “Tilleran to Engineering. We have a major internal explosion on Deck Fourteen. Send damage control teams immediately.”

“What in the hell just happened?” Lt. Commander Vansen asked as she and Hartley met Tilleran and J’hana at the entrance to the offices, where smoke billowed out.

“Something blew up,” J’hana said.

“Again,” Tilleran said.

Everyone coughed as they pushed the halfway-parted doors open and elbowed in.

“Fire suppression systems are kicking in,” Hartley said. “The smoke should clear up in a couple minutes.”

J’hana shoved aside upturned office furniture, once plush and exquisitely clean, now charred beyond recognition, and bolted down that corridor, the others not far behind.

The group came to a door midway down the corridor and stopped there. J’hana ripped the doors open with her bare hands and stalked inside.

The room was a smouldering wreck. This was obviously where the explosion began. Furniture and equipment were melted into one big, molten mess.

J’hana grunted as she pulled a beam off the floor and shoved away a piece of bulkhead.

“Where the fwark are they?”



“All right, people. What do we know?” Lt. Commander Vansen asked, standing at the head of the conference table in the observation lounge.

Hartley, J’hana and Tilleran were seated around the table. Frankly, there were no other senior officers left.

“There are no bodies. No remnants of bodies,” J’hana said. “All indicators are, they did not die in there.”

“Then where’d they go?” Hartley asked.

“I’ve had three labs working non-stop, scanning that area, trying to make heads and tails of the readings,” Tilleran said. “There was a massive subspace field inversion about five minutes before the explosion. But that could have been anything.”

“But it suggests a breach in space-time, right?” Vansen asked.

Tilleran nodded. “It seems Bradley might have been trying to cross the space-time domain.”

“Why?”

“To enter a parallel universe, go forward or backward in time, or possibly travel a great distance in a very short amount of time. We can’t get more specific than that.”

“So, in my report to Starfleet, I should just say that four officers have disappeared, having been sucked into some kind of space-time breach.”

“It would have the virtue of being true,” J’hana said, staring at the conference table.

“I’m not satisfied with that,” Vansen said. “We’ve got to do better.”

“Bradley was very efficient in covering his tracks, Commander,” Tilleran said. “It’s quite possible we’ll never know what happened.”

“Even if he did purposefully open up a breach in space-time, why would he take the captain and the others with him?” Vansen asked.

“They weren’t going with him. They were trying to stop him.”

“What?”

“Oh,” Tilleran said with a grim smile. “We must’ve forgotten to tell you about that.”

Vansen nodded. “Mm-hmmm. Well. I hope you’re all happy with the results.”

“I can kill you with one finger,” J’hana spat, leaping from her chair. “Now, unless I am needed elsewhere, I am off to brood!”

“Madera to Vansen. Has anyone seen Christopher? I mean, I know I’m not supposed to see him on our wedding day, but I tried to comm him to ask about the flower arrangements, and the computer said he wasn’t on the ship.”

“I’ll get back to you, Lieutenant,” Vansen said. “Vansen out.”

“Well, we’re going to have to come up with some kind of announcement,” Hartley said.

“That says what?” Vansen asked. “That we lost the captain and three senior officers in a wacky subspace accident?”

“The captain would have been able to pull off such a shipwide address,” J’hana said, and stalked out of the observation lounge.

“Imzadi, wait up…” Tilleran said, and followed J’hana out.

“Thoughts?” Vansen asked, sitting down next to Hartley.

“I think we have more to worry about than Madera’s wedding,” she said softly.



“Where are we going?” Plato asked Chaka’kan, as the Jem’Hadar led him by the hand to a set of doors.

“To see some friends of yours.” He looked at Plato. “They have…matters to discuss with you.”

“Can you stay with me?”

“No. But I will be available later, should you need someone to talk to.”

Plato watched Chaka walk away, shrugging. He pressed the call button.

Moments later, the doors opened up and Lt. Commander Hartley stood in the doorway.

“Hi there, kiddo,” she said. “C’mon in.”

Plato gingerly stepped into the cabin. He didn’t know Hartley or Mirk very well, and had never been in their quarters.

Mirk was sitting on the couch. He patted the seat next to him. “Come over here and have a seat.”

“Can I get you anything?” Hartley asked, pointing at the replicator.

Plato shook his head. “Uh-uh. Mommy’s making third lunch in a few minutes and I have to go down to her restaurant.”

Hartley looked at Mirk, her brow furrowed, then walked over to the couch, sitting on the other side of Plato.

“Listen, Plato,” she said, then bit her lip. She had to remember not to talk to him like he was a fully-grown adult, but not to treat him like a baby either. Was she sure she was doing the right thing? Or was she on the verge of getting in way over her head? Was she really ready to be a parent? Foster or otherwise?

“We’ve got to talk,” Mirk said, filling in the blanks for Hartley.

“About what?” Plato asked.

Hartley and Mirk looked at each other.

“About the future,” Hartley said, and squeezed Plato’s hand.



“It’s my fault, Imzadi,” J’hana said, staring at one of the knives that hung on the wall in her quarters. “If I was back on Andor, and I’d lost four people in my charge, I would take this ceremonial blade and run myself through with it.”

“But you’re not going to do that now,” Tilleran said softly from behind.

“No,” J’hana said. “However, I must do something.”

“Agreed,” Tilleran said. “But what?”

“Search for them. Search until I find them.”

“And how are you going to do that?”

She turned and headed for the door. “First step: Interrogate the hell out of the people that worked for Dillon.”

“Good idea. I’ll join you.”



Lt. Madera sat at a corner of the Constellation Club, still in her wedding dress, staring out the viewport as the stars outside stretched toward the Explorer.

“You know, you may want to take that off and fold it up, honey. It’s going to get wrinkled.”

Madera glanced over her shoulder, wiping a tear from her cheek. “Oh. Yeoman Briggs,” she sniffed. “I’m sorry. I meant to contact you. The wedding’s…”

Briggs walked forward and wrapped Madera in a big hug. He was wearing glimmering black pants and a blousy white silk top. He’d really dressed up for the occasion. “It’s just postponed a bit, honey. Just postponed.”

Madera buried her head in his shoulder. “But how do you know?”

“Woman’s intuition,” Briggs said with a giggle.

“That’s a funny thing to say,” Madera sniffled.

“I’m a funny boy.”

Madera squeezed him tighter. His shoulders were rock solid, she noticed. “Thanks for being here for me, James.”

“Think nothing of it, dear,” Briggs said, producing a handkerchief from his blouse pocket and handing it to Madera. “Here ya go, sweetie.”

She wiped her eyes, then blew her nose. “I wish there were more men like you in this quadrant.”

“Honey, when they made me, they broke the mold.”

“I don’t know what that means,” Madera said, hugging Briggs again. “But thanks.”

“Don’t mention it, sweetie.”

Madera wasn’t sure, but she thought she might have felt a little spark of attraction between herself and Briggs. Maybe being single again wouldn’t be so bad.



NOW. . .



“Captain on the bridge,” Lt. Sefelt said, turning at ops as the captain walked off the turbolift and walked down to the command chair.

“Report,” the captain said.

“We’ve arrived at Starbase Zero Zero One,” Lt. J’hana announced.

“Has it been three months already?” the captain asked. “Time just flew by.”

“Indeed,” J’hana said, then checked her panel. “Engineering reports all systems are prepared for docking. Starbase confirms an open berth in the refit facility. We are to report to grid nine, section H.”

“Make it so,” the captain ordered. “Any additional reports?”

“Admiral Baxter is standing by to beam over with an investigative team from Internal Affairs,” Tilleran announced from sciences.

“I thought he would,” said the captain. “Tell him I’ll meet him in Transporter Room Two. Have Commander Hartley meet me there.”

“Captain Vansen,” J’hana said, as Vansen stepped up to the aft turbolift and pressed the call button.

“What?”

“What are you going to tell Admiral Baxter?”

Vansen folded her arms. “I’m going to tell him the truth. That we still haven’t found our missing people. That we still don’t have a President. And that I’ve got everything under control.”



THREE HUNDRED SEVENTY-SIX YEARS AGO. . .



Captain Baxter leaned up, gently rocking some weight off him, which he quickly realized was Counselor Peterman, Steffie, and Doctor Browning.

“What…happened?” he asked groggily, as he realized his hands and face were scratched by rough concrete ground. The sun beat down in his face so brightly he had to put his hand up to shield it.

Richards was two meters away, laying on his back and looking up at the sky. “I don’t think we’re on the Explorer anymore.”

“You’re kidding,” Peterman said, crawling to her feet. She glanced over her shoulder. “You okay, sweetie?” she asked Steffie who, still in her papoose, just cooed in response. “Yeah. I fluff a pillow two rooms away and you start screaming, but we jump through a subspace vortex and land on hard concrete, and you don’t miss a beat.”

Baxter climbed to his feet, helping Browning and Richards up.

“Somebody tell me where the hell we are,” Richards said.

“Not where, Christopher,” Browning said slowly, pointing. “But when.”

Everyone looked in the direction where Browning was pointing. They were standing on a busy street corner. But not just any busy street corner.

This was Earth. The tall buildings with no transporter arrays were proof enough of that. Not to mention the stench of fossil fuel, which Baxter still remembered from his prior jaunt into the past, and the rumbling of heavy, primitive, lumbering automobiles down the street beside him.

“Everything looks suspiciously familiar,” Richards said. “Anybody guessing late twentieth century?”

“Or maybe early twenty-first,” Peterman suggested.

“I don’t give a damn where we are,” Baxter said. “I want to know why we’re here, and how we plan on getting back.” He glanced around behind him. “President Dillon, care to tell us…President Dillon?” He blinked. The president was nowhere to be found.

“Guess we’re on our own, huh?” Richards said.

“Yeah,” Baxter said, as Peterman grabbed his hand and squeezed it. “Guess so.”



President Bradley Dillon stood, in his perfectly pressed, perfectly twenty-first century suit, wearing cologne circa 2003 and a wide smile, as he knocked on the apartment door.

When he really thought about it, this had been almost too easy. Memory Alpha had everything. Her social security number, credit card numbers, address, phone number, something called an “e-mail” address. All the quaint little tracking methods this century had to offer. He had appeared in Baltimore, Maryland only a brief cab ride away from her doorstep.

And now he was here, ready to meet with his destiny.

When there was no response to his knocking, Bradley knocked again, this time a little harder. The door creaked open, apparently having been just slightly ajar.

Bradley pushed the door open and peered inside the apartment. “Lexi?” he called, looking within. “Lexi, it’s Bradley. I…”

The apartment was completely bare.

Apparently, this wasn’t the end of Bradley’s quest, after all.



TO BE CONTINUED. . .




Clear and Present Future - An Aerostar-A Adventure



NOTE TO READER:



The following book takes place shortly following the events of the Star Traks: The Vexed Generation story “Unfinished Business.”



Time present and time past

Are both perhaps present in time future



T.S. Eliot




CHAPTER ONE





U.S.S. AEROSTAR NCC-83835-A - GAMMA QUADRANT - NOVEMBER 18, 2380



“Well, we’ve really done it this time,” Captain David Conway sighed, as he stared at the viewscreen, on the bridge of the U.S.S. Aerostar-A. “We’ve really screwed the pooch.”

“Correction,” Lt. Commander Zachary Ford said as he sat at the helm station. “You’ve really screwed the pooch.”

“I didn’t mean to,” Conway sighed. He turned back toward the science station. “Alexa, how long until the sun goes down?”

“You mean ‘nova’? Thirteen minutes,” Dr. Alexa Lanham said, glancing down at her scanners. “Give or take.”

The bridge of the Aerostar-A was bathed in the orange glow of Shinax, the main sequence star of the Shinax system, at least for the next twelve and a half minutes.

From time to time, an array of Shinaxian ships, and the occasional Dominion and Verani vessel, would criss-cross in front of the viewscreen, moving hordes of Shinaxians off the two inhabited worlds of Shinax Two and Four.

The Aerostar, for her part, was still packing them in.

“Status of transporters?” Conway asked, sweat beading on his brow, his knuckles going white around the arms of his command chair.

“Operating at maximum efficiency,” Commander Kristen Larkin said from beside him. “There are nearly one thousand Shinaxians aboard, at present.”

“It should be noted,” Lieutenant Saral said from the Ops station that, joined with the helm console, was in the ‘dugout’ at the front of the bridge. “That we are exceeding design limitations.”

“Well, call the fire marshall!” Conway snapped. “We can all stand a little discomfort and crowding if it means getting these people to safety after their solar system is turned to charred smithereens.”

“Captain,” Lanham said, glancing sidelong at Conway. “Security reports they’re running out of room in the corridors.”

“Start packing the Shinaxians into the conference rooms and observation lounges. Stick them in people’s quarters. Just pack in as many as you can get.” Conway stared up at the ceiling of the bridge. “I am cursed. I’m frigging cursed.”

“In point of fact,” Larkin said, “You could have easily avoided this mishap.”

“How was I supposed to know that experimental missile silo was active and ready for launch?”

“I believe the words ‘launch status: ready’ were clearly inscribed on the primary display screen.”

“I thought it was just a model. You know, a mock-up.”

Larkin nodded. “You must have been surprised, then, when the missile took off.”

Conway nodded. “Was I ever. And how was I supposed to know the missile was loaded with thorium isotope, which, when combined with cesium forty-four, combines to create an elemental molecule that would have stabilized the sun for generations to come, but when delivered into the corona alone would cause the sun to go nova? I’m no scientist!”

“But I am!” Dr. Lanham snapped. “And I told you that just minutes before you ‘accidentally’ launched the missile!” She glanced over at Conway, who was intent on one of the readout panels set into in his command chair arm. “And you’re reading it right now, off my preliminary report, which you were supposed to read before we beamed down.”

“I got sidetracked!” Conway replied.

“You were watching race-cars on the holodeck.”

“NASCAR,” Conway corrected. “It’s called NASCAR.”

“Whatever it is, is indirectly responsible for the obliteration of a planet that has been home to humanoid life for millennia.”

Conway glared at Larkin. “I already said ‘whoops.’ What more do you want?”

Larkin narrowed her eyes at Conway. “It is not what I want, Captain. It is what the Shinaxian government will want from you when this disaster is over.”

“A formal apology, yadda yadda,” Conway said. “I get it, Larkin. I screwed up. It happens all the time.”

“It happens a bit too often, if you ask me,” the android first officer said, clearly activating her ‘irritation’ subroutine.

“Four minutes to nova,” Lanham said. “We’d better start heading out of the system.”

“Is anyone else left on the planet?” Conway asked.

“The last ships are moving away now,” Lt. Saral said, checking her readouts. “And we are now at twice our recommended capacity.”

“Who cares,” Conway said.

Just then, the doors to the aft turbolift open, and Lt. Brian Gellar spilled out, pushed from behind by eight 1.5 meter tall skittering reptilian Shinaxians.

“We’ve run out of room,” Gellar said, hustling to his station as the tiny gray-green beings milled around him.

“So you put them on the bridge?”

“That’s just the first wave,” Gellar said, as suddenly the forward lift opened and another nine Shinaxians spilled out. The aft turbolift also opened again, depositing more Shinaxians on the bridge.

“Everybody stay calm,” Conway said, looking around as the confused and scared beings scrambled to find seats. “We’ll all get out of this in one piece. I just need a little peace and quiet so I can give orders to my crew.”

“Him! It’s the killer of worlds! He’s doomed us all!” one of the Shinaxians called out in a high-pitched voice.

“Jeeze sakes,” Conway mumbled, slapping a hand over his face as Shinaxians closed ranks in front of him, cutting off his view of the viewscreen. “Move…move, people!” He stood up. “Time, Alexa?”

“Two minutes.”

“Mister Ford….escape course. Maximum warp!”

Ford turned around with a slight smile. “Should I engage now, Captain?”

“Yes, for the love of God! ENGAGE!”

Ford turned back around and punched a control, sending Conway reeling back into his seat as the Aerostar-A leaped into warp and fled the Shinaxian system.

Moments later, the vessel shook as the viewscreen was washed in golden light, which spread in fast-spreading wave that instantly exploded every planet in the system.

The wave crept after the Aerostar as it warped away, then died off as the flames of the burning star system died out and all that was left was rubble.

And, in the middle of all this, a Shinaxian clambered onto Conway’s lap and punched him in the stomach.

“You’re welcome,” Conway grumbled, pushing the Shinaxian off him.



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 56817.5. After depositing the Shinaxians with a non-profit refugee program sponsored by the Carimar, we’ve laid in a course for the wormhole that leads back to the Alpha Quadrant. Starfleet has called us back a few months early. And I can only guess that’s because I blew up a star system. I tried to explain the situation to Admiral Baxter, but he’d hear none of it.

Anyway, I’m glad to be getting back to the Alpha Quadrant. The last year has not exactly been easy, establishing connections with the worlds that were once under the thumb of the Dominion. There are a lot of antsy, paranoid people in the Gamma Quadrant, and I don’t need any more antsyness or paranoia in my life. I get plenty of that from my bridge crew.



Captain Conway sat on the bridge of the Aerostar-A and watched the wormhole blossom open on the viewscreen.

“I never thought I’d see a more welcome sight,” he said, looking at Larkin. “How about you, Commander?”

Larkin shifted in her chair. “After seeing an entire solar system explode, I think anything is a welcome sight.”

Conway leaned over. “I thought we agreed not to talk about that anymore.”

“I suppose you are right,” Larkin said. “There will be plenty of time to discuss it at your debriefing.”

“Ah, those things are a piece of cake. I’ve been to plenty of them.”

“I would not look at that as a good thing.”

“It builds experience. Builds character.” Conway straightened his uniform. “I’m not afraid to answer for my mistakes.”

“We shall see,” Larkin said, as Aerostar ducked through the wormhole.

“Neutrino emissions at normal levels,” Lt. Commander Ford said, tapping at the helm console. “We should have a smooth ride through.”

Indeed they did, and soon came out of the other end of the wormhole, facing the sprawling bicycle wheel of a station, Deep Space Nine.

Conway glanced at Lt. Gellar. “Call the CO of Deep Space Nine and let her know we’ll be putting in for minor repairs.”

“Do you think that would be wise, considering the last time we were at Deep Space Nine?” Gellar asked.

“What do you mean? We had a fine time there.”

“You threw scalding coffee in General Kira’s face because you said the replicators were ‘second-hand Bajoran crap’,” Larkin quoted from her data-banks.

Conway’s brow furrowed. “Oh, that was DS-Nine, wasn’t it. She didn’t take too kindly to that, did she?”

Larkin shook her head. “Thank goodness the Infirmary was nearby.”

“I guess we shouldn’t stop there, then,” Conway said. “Very well. Lay in a course for Starbase 375. I don’t think I’ve done anything to get on Admiral Ross’ bad side lately.”

“There’s a first time for everything,” Ford said. “Course laid in.”

“We’re getting a comm from one of the ship’s docked at Deep Space Nine,” Gellar said, checking his panel. “It’s the Pathfinder.”

Conway rolled his eyes. “Of all the frigging luck. I guess I’m going to have to talk to her, aren’t I?”

“According to the mission report, the Pathfinder was scheduled to take over our patrol in the Gamma Quadrant when our tour of duty was completed,” Larkin said.

“I’m sure news of our diplomatic trouble has gotten to Captain Baxter by now,” Conway groaned. “Why couldn’t they send another ship to take our place in the Gamma Quadrant? The Tracker, or the Outlander.”

“The Outlander will not be completed for another six months,” Larkin corrected. “As for the Tracker; I believe Captain Kimmel is liked even less by Starfleet Command than you are.”

“Good to know there’s somebody out there to take the heat off me,” Conway said.

“We’re getting another hail from the Pathfinder,” Gellar said. “This one is much bitchier.”

“Fine,” Conway said, rubbing a hand over his face. “Put her on. Let’s get this over with.”

The viewscreen came to life with the image of Captain Lucille Baxter, mother of Explorer Captain Andy Baxter, sitting in her command chair, legs crossed primly.

“Captain Conway,” she said dryly. “Nice to see you, as always.”

“My pleasure,” Conway grumbled. He knew the cut was coming.

“Or should I refer to you as the refugees from the Shinaxian system do? What is it they call you again?”

“I’m sure I don’t know.”

“‘Killer of Worlds?’ Yes, that’s it.”

“Really?” Conway said, raising an eyebrow. “That’s exactly what I wanted to be when I grew up. A killer of worlds. Cool!”

Lucille leaned forward in her chair. “Listen here, you loathsome fool. You have screwed up for the final time. My husband won’t tolerate any further bumbling from you or your pathetic crew. You’ve embarrassed us for the last time.”

Conway stood up, walked toward the viewscreen. “Ahh, yes. And the Baxters are such a respectable, competent Starfleet family. What has your son Andy been up to lately?”

Lucille pursed her lips. “That’s neither here nor there.”

“Does he still have sex in his readyroom? Oh, Lucille. You should have been there during the good old days, after he was first married. Man, it sounded like the lion cage at the Martian zoo in there.”

“Look,” Lucille said, leaning forward. “I know you think you’re untouchable. But you’re not. You’ve burned a lot of bridges at Starfleet…”

“Oh, have I?” Conway asked, touching his hand to his mouth. “My word!”

“…And when you finally make your last mistake, there will be nobody around to pick up the pieces for you. As much as you two hated each other, at least my son was always there to cover up your slip-ups!”

“You’ve got it the wrong way around, Baxter,” Conway shot back. “I covered up YOUR boy’s mistakes.”

“Captain,” Larkin said from behind Conway. “This is not advisable.”

“You stop talking about my booty-butt like that.” Lucille said. “Or I’ll blow your ass out of the stars.”

“Feeling sassy today, Captain?” Conway asked, marching right up to the viewscreen. “Now YOU listen here, bitch. I am untouchable. You know why? Because I’m a damn good officer. I may blow up a star system or two, but I’ve got more Starfleet in one toenail than your goddamn son has in his whole body. And you can take THAT to the Bank of Argelius!”

“Helm,” Larkin ordered, glaring at Conway. “Engage our pre-set heading for Starbase 375. Warp Six.”

“I wasn’t finished!” Conway snapped.

“I believe you are,” Larkin said. “This is a Starfleet bridge, not a sleazy talk show set. You need to bring a degree of professionalism to this post, or you may end up losing it.”

“You better run, Conway!” Lucille railed, some blond strands from her tight Starfleet-regulation on coming loose as she got out of her chair. “I swear this to you: One day I’m going to get you. And wipe that smug, self-assured grin off your face. The Pathfinder will show you how to run an efficient operation. Cut channel!”

Lucille’s trembling face was replaced with streaking stars. Conway looked to the side, catching the impassive gaze of Commander Larkin.

“She is right about one thing,” Larkin said calmly. “You have burned an inordinate number of ‘bridges’ at Starfleet.”

“Oh, what do you know,” Conway said, and stormed up to the aft turbolift. “What does she know for that matter? Helm, maintain course and let me know when we reach the Starbase.”

“Where are you going, Captain?” Larkin asked.

“To think,” Conway said.



“Busy, David?” a voice came from outside the bathroom in Conway’s quarters.

“Yes, in a manner of speaking, Alexa,” Conway said. “What do you want?”

“To talk to you.”

“Fine. Fine. Give me a minute.” Conway finished his…thinking…and pulled up his pants, then washed his hands in the lavatory sink, and ducked out of the bathroom and into his living room. Lanham had only lived with him for a couple months, and he was still having a little trouble getting used to her unlimited access to his quarters. He’d grown accustomed to his privacy over the years, and suddenly sharing that space with a woman–even one he loved–was kind of disconcerting.

“On a break from the astrophysics realignment?” he asked distractedly as he shook the water off his hands and wiped them on his uniform front.

Lanham stood at the door, hands stuffed in the pockets of her lab-coat. “Yes. The…dramatic explosion…yesterday sort of threw the sensors out of whack.”

Conway rubbed a hand over his face. “I wish people would stop bringing that up.”

“Oh, come on, David. You know you weren’t singlehandedly responsible for the destruction of the Shinax system,” Lanham said, stepping forward and wrapping her arms around Conway. “I know you’ve been blaming yourself, while broadcasting that asshole mentality all over the ship. That’s not healthy, you know.”

“What are you, the ship’s counselor?”

“Would you want me to be?” Lanham asked, amused.

Conway thought about that a moment, then quickly looked at Lanham. “No. Of course not.” He walked over to his couch and sat down. “I’m just going over the whole thing in my head, trying to think of how I could have done things differently.”

“Like not launching the missile that destabilized the Shinax star?” Lanham asked, sitting down next to Conway and leaning against him.

“Yeah,” Conway said, narrowing his eyes at Lanham. “I guess that would be one way.”

“Don’t beat yourself up,” Lanham said, patting Conway’s stomach. “There are no second chances. You just make decisions and do the best you can with the results.”

Conway blew out a distressed sigh. “It doesn’t help that I have those years on the Explorer on my record. Do you know how much of that stuff I get blamed for?”

“I had no idea,” Lanham said. “Then again, I was on the Pulitzer for much of that time. And the only times we crossed paths were when your ship was turned into a fantasy world by my genesis-wave device, and when your stardrive section was stolen by evil mirror duplicates and taken to a parallel universe.”

“Exactly,” Conway said. “See, that’s what I’m talking about.”

“You’re making too big a deal out of this, David. You should be thinking of it this way: You saved a whole star system yesterday. How many captains get to do that?”

“I’m sure Jean-Luc Picard does it all the time.”

Lanham shook her head. “Dear, you’re your own worst critic.”

“No,” Conway said, thinking of Lucille Baxter. “I have a couple worse ones.”

“Well then there should be one less.”

Conway raised his eyebrows. “You saying I should kill one of them?”

“No,” Lanham said, clearly exasperated. “I think you should ease up on yourself, before you have a stroke or something.”

“Now you’re the chief medical officer”

Lanham giggled. “I’m not Benzra, silly. Do I have a two-foot long tongue?”

“No, but it would be nice if you did,” Conway said with a small smile.

“There now, that’s what I want to see. A smile,” Lanham said. “So…what are you doing for lunch today?”

“The Deck Nine Mess Hall, I suppose,” Conway said.

“We could go to the Starlight Lounge,” Lanham suggested.

“Sorry, Alexa. I’m just not in a margarita kind of mood today.”

“Sure, that makes sense,” Lanham said, and stood up. “Okay. Well, I’ll see you tonight back at our quarters?”

Conway looked at her. “Yeah.” He smiled. “Our quarters.” He’d only been living with Lanham for the past few weeks. There were still some awkward moments, but the fact that he’d been married to Lanham for six months, several years ago, helped ease tensions. Her routine of getting up at 0300 and gargling for twenty minutes didn’t throw him off in the least.

Lanham stared at Conway a moment, her eyebrows knit in confusion. “Is there anything else you want to say?”

“Yeah,” Conway said, standing. He wrapped his arms around her. “I’m a miserable bastard, Alexa. But I’m damn lucky to have you.”

“Now that’s the smartest thing I’ve heard all day.”

“I’ll be fine, Alexa, really,” Conway said, walking Lanham to the door. “I promise. I’m going to do just like you said. I’m not going to let anything get me down.”

“Glad to hear it,” Lanham said, and kissed Conway on the cheek. “Later, sweetie.” And she walked out of her and Conway’s quarters, as he waved goodbye to her.

“Bridge to Conway,” came the clipped tones of Commander Larkin.

“What is it, Larkin?”

“Sir, we are receiving a priority one message from Starfleet Command. It is Admiral Baxter.”

“Damn it,” Conway said. “No doubt he wants to chastise me for yelling at his wife. Pipe it down here.”

“Be nice, sir.”

“Shove it, Larkin,” Conway said, then grinned. “No, really, I’ll be fine.”

“Indeed.”

Conway walked over to his desk and sat down, punching a control panel on his desktop viewer.

The stony face of Admiral Harlan Baxter appeared on the viewscreen.

“Captain Conway…” he began.

“Admiral, before you start,” Conway said. “Let me just say my tone with your wife was completely out of line. I’m a professional. I should be carrying myself much differently. I’m aware of that. Plus, you know, she started it.”

Harlan cocked his head. “What the hell are ya talking about, boy?”

“Didn’t you call about my shouting match with your wife?”

“No.”

“Then why did you call?

“I have some…news.”

“This is about Shinax, isn’t it?” Conway’s eyes went wide. “You’re taking my command!”

Harlan leaned forward on the screen, his face growing red. “No, goddammit! I called to tell you there was an accident on the Explorer. Six people are missing. Including the Federation President, and my son! Is that clear enough for you, you goddamn moron?”

Conway leaned back in his chair. Why was everyone yelling at him today? He blinked. “Who else? Who else is missing?”

Harlan plopped a cigar into his mouth. “Petrrmnn. Brrrng. Rrrchds. Ma lil grndaughter Steffie.”

“Peterman, Browning, and Richards too?” Conway exploded. “The baby? They’re all–GONE?”

He pulled out his cigar. “That’s what I just said, isn’t it, boy?”

“H-how?” he asked. “Where did they go?”

He puffed on the cigar again “Rrrnt know. Happened about six weeks ago. We only got the transmission today. Looks like some kind of massive matter/energy flux in one of the laboratories. Frrnngrrd. Damn experiment grrrrn awry is what it is. No trace left of ’em. Vansen’s in command now. Explorer’s in deep space now. It’ll take a couple months for her to get back. Then I’m leading a full investigation of the incident. But till then, my boy, President Dillon, Browning, Peterman, Stephanie and Richards are all officially listed as Missing in Action. Thought you’d like to know.”

Conway nodded. “Thank you, Admiral.” He looked at the Admiral long and hard as he puffed that big, fat, brown cigar. “Are you…are you okay?”

“An what in damn hell is that supposed to mean, boy?”

“Your son…your daughter-in-law…your granddaughter. If you want to talk about it…”

“Don’t wanna talk about nothin’. Just put in for repairs and reassignment. Business as usual till we get to the bottom of this damn thing.”

“Understood, Admiral. Can I inform my crew?”

Harlan put the cigar back in his mouth. “Rrrrver the hell you want to do, Conway. Command out.”

Conway sat limply in his chair a few moments, thinking. It was all too big to get his head around.

Baxter, Peterman, the baby, Browning, Richards and Bradley Dillon, the Federation President. All gone. And there was no way of knowing if they’d ever come back.

Conway briefly thought about calling Lucille to express his condolences. Then he decided against it, and instead, headed to the bridge. It was time to break the news.



“I expect Starfleet will be conducting an investigation,” Commander Larkin said calmly as she sat across the desk from Conway in his readyroom.

“Yep,” Conway said distantly. “As soon as the Explorer returns from deep space.”

“Is there an estimated time of arrival?”

Conway nodded. “At least six weeks.”

“I would like to participate in that investigation, if possible.”

“I’m sure we can work something out.”

Larkin nodded. Captain and First Officer looked at each other for several silent moments. It occurred to Conway that the android was taking the news of her father’s disappearance rather well. Sure, she was an android, but two years earlier she’d acquired an emotion program. Conway figured this would be a perfect time to exercise that particular program, but so far Larkin hadn’t shed as much as a tear.

“Would you like to inform the crew, or should I?” Larkin asked quietly.

“You can do it,” Conway said. “You liked them more than I did.”

“Indeed.”

“Besides. I’ve got to think.”

“Of course. I understand. I will speak to the bridge crew.” Larkin stood up, walked out of the readyroom, leaving Conway alone with his thoughts.

She’d really taken that better than Conway thought she would.

Moments later, Conway heard a shriek from just beyond the readyroom door.

“NOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOO!! DADDY!!!! DADDY IS GONE! THEY ARE ALL GONE!! OH PLEASE DADDY, DO NOT GO!”

Conway walked over to his readyroom door and poked his head out. “Larkin?”

The android was standing at the front of the bridge, looking once perfectly composed. She glanced at Conway.

“I have informed the bridge crew,” she said. “I will be below-decks. Excuse me.”

Conway watched Larkin walk into the turbolift, then turned to look at the bridge crew, at the confused faces of Saral, Ford, Gellar, and Alexa Lanham.

“I guess I should probably elaborate,” he said with a sigh.



Captain’s Log,

Supplemental. We are parked at Starbase 375 for repairs, waiting for Starfleet to assign us a new mission after our somewhat challenging stay in the Gamma Quadrant. I’m eager to get on with this new mission, so I can stop thinking about the Explorer, and those lost crew-members. Sure, we didn’t always get along, but we all respected each other. Well, they respected me anyway. And that’s what counts.



Conway sat in the Aerostar-A’s mess hall that morning, staring out the windows at the framework of exterior catwalks that crisscrossed his ship’s starboard hull. It had been singed a little bit in their escape from the supernova, and some of the hull plating had been replaced. The starboard side was also the one that had been ‘accidentally’ hit by a comet when Ford had tried to do a barrel roll to impress the Belzhoan ambassador. That crazy Ford.

“May I speak with you, Captain?” a voice asked.

“Hmm?” Conway glanced up. It was Counselor Telvin. “Oh. This is your seat, isn’t it? Tough. I’m sitting here.”

“It’s not that,” Telvin said, parting his Vulcan robes a little so he could sit down. Conway wished, not for the first time, that Telvin would wear more than just shorts under those robes. If he had to look at the Vulcan’s hairy legs ONE more time….

“Well what is it?” Conway asked, staring over his steaming cup of coffee at Telvin as he sipped.

“It’s Larkin. I don’t think she’s handling the news of the missing Explorer people very well.”

“None of us are, Telvin. I’d think that’s normal.”

“That’s just it. I myself have had crying fits for the last three days. We all have.”

“Speak for yourself…”

“But not Larkin. She’s holding back, and that’s not healthy.”

“You didn’t hear her screaming fit on the bridge the other day.”

“That was only, to use one of the Commander’s antarctic metaphors, the tip of the iceberg.”

“You mean you think she’s heading toward some sort of emotional breakdown?”

“I’m not an expert on positronics, so I can only assume that her emotion program works like real human emotions. And you can only hold back emotions so long. Until one day, kablooie.”

Conway grumbled. He wondered if any other Vulcan had ever said “kablooie.”

“And is that your expert opinion, Counselor?”

Telvin blushed. “I’d hardly call myself an expert. But yes. I am an expert. And yes, that’s my opinion.”

“So you’re the counselor. Handle it.” Conway stood up, headed for the door to the mess. “You can have your seat back.”

“Thank goodness!” Telvin giggled. “I LOVE that seat! Now, could you get me a Symanthecoe froth while you’re up? Captain? Yoo hoo!”



Conway was on the way to the bridge when Gellar caught up with him, waving a padd.

“Captain,” he called out. “We just got our orders from Starfleet.”

“Go ahead,” Conway said as he walked, gesturing Gellar into the turbolift with him.

“You’re not going to like it.”

Conway sighed and stared at the ceiling. “Why am I not surprised?”

“We’re to relieve the mining vessel Malenqua in the Illaria system.”

“A mining vessel?”

“We’re supposed to do some spot duty until the Malenqua can be repaired and upgraded.”

“They want us to mine?”

“Asteroids.” Gellar handed the padd to Conway and he looked at it. “They’re rich in kelvanite. Apparently we’re supposed to convert our cargo bays into refining plants.”

“This is ridiculous. A totally inappropriate use of this vessel. Starfleet is just pissed about the supernova.” Conway slapped the padd back into Gellar’s hand. “Damn it. I don’t have to put up with this. Who gave those orders?”

“Admiral Baxter.”

“So he’s not only pissed at us, he’s upset about losing his son, so he decides to punish US for it. Real professional.”

“Maybe that’s just where Starfleet needs us most right now.”

“No way. Not my ship. The Explorer maybe. But this is my ship. And I’m damn good and well going to get some respect.” The turbolift doors opened and Conway elbowed out past Gellar and stormed onto the bridge. “Get me Starfleet Command. Baxter’s office.”

Gellar hurried over to his console, sat down, and punched in the appropriate commands.

Lt. Bethany Monroe appeared on the viewscreen. “Ah. Captain Conway. Do you have your miner’s helmet yet?”

“Very damn funny, Monroe,” Conway said, sitting down in his command chair. “Put Baxter on.”

“The ADMIRAL is indisposed at the moment,” Monroe said. “Do you have a question about your orders?”

“Damn right I do. It’s ridiculous. I’m not going to use my ship to blast apart asteroids all day when we should be out expAlexang space. It’s called the EXPLORER program. What the hell is exploratory about a mining expedition?”

“Well, it is called an ‘expedition,’ and that’s a fairly exploratory sounding word.”

“Stop trying to confuse me!” Conway shouted. “I want a new mission.”

“You apparently missed the memo on how Starfleet operates,” Monroe said. “We give you missions, and you do them. Simple, eh?”

Conway gripped the arms of his command chair. “Would you just put Baxter on the comm?”

“I’m afraid I can’t do that. But he did give me a message for you, in case you weren’t happy with your assignment.”

“Oh yeah? What’s that?”

“Too bad!” Monroe giggled, and punched a control, cutting the communication.

“ARHGGGG!” Conway growled, running his fingers through his hair. He slid out of his command chair and marched back to the turbolift. “Gellar. You have the bridge. I’m going to go…”

“Brush up on your mining skills?”

Conway didn’t respond, merely grumbled something under his breath and stormed into the lift.





CHAPTER TWO



Doctor Alexa Lanham sat at her lab table in Science Lab One, thumping a beaker idly against the surface of the table, thoughtfully staring at the padd before her.

She was completely lost in her thoughts when the door chime buzzed.

“Come in,” she said, still scanning through Lt. Kamtezen’s report on the astrophysics realignment.

“Doctor, do you have a moment?” a voice asked from the doorway.

She turned around. “Depends on what you…damn.”

Tall. Statuesque. Blonde. These words and more described Lieutenant Ryn Trista, the Aerostar-A’s Bajoran Assistant Counselor. Even as a self-proclaimed man-loving woman, Lanham had to admit that Ryn was gorgeous. Perhaps the most gorgeous woman on the ship. And she knew it, too.

Ryn tossed a few locks of her billowy curly hair over her shoulder and glided over to Lanham’s table. Her charcoal-and-pink jumpsuit clung to her tightly. She was one of the few counselors who still wore this outdated uniform, but she somehow made it work.

“Doctor,” she said in a low, melodious voice. “We have to talk.”

“Anything…” Lanham found herself whispering, then she quickly regained her senses. “I mean, of course, Lieutenant.”

“It’s Captain Conway, I’m afraid,” Ryn said, gliding her finger across the lab table and glancing at times over at Lanham. “I think he’s very troubled.”

“What makes you say that?” Lanham asked, although she expected the same.

“Counselor Telvin. He’s asked me to look into it.”

“Why isn’t he looking into it himself?”

Ryn frowned. Actually, it was more of a pout. “He says it’s because he’s occupied with Commander Larkin. But let’s face it. It’s because he’s an idiot.”

“I wasn’t going to say anything,” Lanham said innocently.

“Don’t worry. I’m fully aware of the incompetence of Counselor Telvin. Why do you think I took this posting? You can’t very well advance if your supervisor is a genius.” Ryn pulled a stool out from Lanham’s table and gestured toward it. “May I?”

“Sure,” Lanham said, pushing her padd away. “So you want to try to counsel Captain Conway. You realize you’re attempting the impossible.”

Ryn nodded. “His file is…somewhat interesting.”

“That’s not the half of it. He’s a very…”

“Complicated man?” Ryn said with an impish grin.

“Yes!” Lanham laughed. “Right, that’s it exactly!”

“I understand. I’ve studied his file. Counselor Peterman from the Explorer took copious notes on him. I’m afraid none of them were very complementary.”

“I don’t think they liked each other very much.”

Ryn clucked her tongue. “Counselors aren’t supposed to let their personal feelings get in the way.”

“Personal feelings were kind of the norm on the Explorer. And here, too, I suppose.”

“Frankly,” Ryn said, taking a big breath and blowing some curls out from in front of her face, “I don’t have any feelings for the Captain one way or the other. But it’s my job to see to his mental well-being.”

“Mine too,” Lanham said, looking at Ryn with narrowed eyes. Good thing she would never give Conway a second look. Because a woman as good-looking as Ryn Trista could definitely give Lanham a run for her money. How could someone raised in a Bajoran labor camp be so…pretty?

“What are you thinking about?” Ryn probed, staring into Lanham’s eyes.

“Sensors,” Lanham said quickly. “Look, what do you want to do about David? How can I help get him out of this…this slump he’s in?”

“I don’t know,” Ryn said. “But I think the first step is to observe him. Try to get inside him and understand what he’s going through. The man has some…some deep-seated issues.”

“You said a mouthful,” Lanham said. “And what do you want me to do?”



“Commander Larkin. I thought I’d find you here,” Counselor Telvin said, standing in the doorway to the cybernetics lab, which Larkin had pretty much taken over for her own purposes since coming aboard the Aerostar-A.

“I am performing scheduled maintenance,” Larkin said, seated at a workbench, shirtsleeve rolled up, a tiny mecha-laser primed over the open access panel in her forearm. “If you wish to discuss a personnel issue, please schedule an appointment.”

“I am here to discuss a personnel issue. But that personnel issue is personal. That personnel is you.” Telvin stood there wordlessly for a moment, then amended. “Can you use personnel in the singular?”

“No,” Larkin said, slapping a flap of skin over her forearm and rolling her sleeve back down. She turned in her chair to face Telvin. “If you insist on speaking about this matter now, please do so in a timely and efficient manner. I have a busy afternoon ahead.”

“I’m glad you’re willing to talk. That makes this so much easier!” Telvin squealed, pulling up a stool beside Larkin and resting a hand on her knee. “How are you, sweetie?”

“Please remove your hand,” Larkin said flatly.

“Oh. Right.” Telvin pulled his hand back and rested both hands on his own knees as he leaned forward. “So. How’s it going?”

“‘It’ is a vague article. What are you referring to?”

“Things. Your life.”

“Your lack of specificity is bordering on insubordination. Get to a point quickly, Mister Telvin.”

“You’re hurting. I can tell. I want to help.”

“If you hug me, I will kill you,” Larkin said calmly.

“That’s your grief talking.”

“Negative. That was my vocal processor.”

“You’re hurting.”

Larkin shook her head. “I have deactivated my hurt subroutine. It is undergoing maintenance.”

“You’re in denial.”

“I have deactivated my hurt subroutine. It is undergoing maintenance.”

Telvin shook his head. “Is there an echo in here?”

Larkin stared at the Vulcan. “No.”

Telvin inched closer. “Commander. I want to help you work through this. You’ve lost a father. That’s never easy.”

“I have not lost a father. He has simply been misplaced. Admiral Baxter will soon conduct a full investigation, and I have no doubt Commander Richards and the others will be found.”

“Don’t try to be brave for me, Commander. I’m not buying it,” Telvin said. “You need to open up. Show me what’s inside.”

“Seventy-four kilograms of nano-cortical fiber and a duranium alloy articulation frame.”

“So brave,” Telvin said, a tear trickling down his cheek. “I can say this is going to take a lot of work.”

“Your availability for a counseling session has been noted and acknowledged. Your services at this time, however, are not needed. Please leave, so I can continue my scheduled maintenance.”

“So brave,” Telvin repeated, rubbing his eye as he walked toward the door to the cybernetics lab. “Don’t worry, Larkin. I’ll help you through this. You’re not alone. Be strong! Stay safe inside yourself! We’ll find a way out of this together!”

“Indeed. Good day,” Larkin said, as Telvin walked out.

Then she turned around and pulverized her workbench in one clean, efficient motion of her fists, so fast they were almost impossible to see.

“I am fine,” she announced to nobody in particular, and left the lab.



Captain Conway sat in his quarters, double scotch latte, neat, with cinnamon and just a little foam, in hand.

He stared blankly at the picture on his wall. The commissioned print of the Aerostar-A, the obligatory ‘grand ship sailing through space’ painting that every captain hung proudly somewhere in the ship, be it ready room or cabin, conference room or rec room.

Conway’s print was in his living room, and as he stared at it, the sleek lines of the Prometheus-Class vessel cruising through a nebula, he decided that the grandeur of the print didn’t properly capture the total lack of grandeur of his career. How could it? The print should show some huge monster stomping the saucer section, or pudding exploding out of the viewports, or the thing morphing into a fairy-tale castle. Or rampant, vicious symbionts crawling all over the hull.

Conway shivered, the hair on the back of his neck rising. He grumbled something to himself and sipped his scotch latte.

How was he supposed to reverse course? How could Alexa Lanham respect him long-term if he didn’t do something truly valiant, ever?

He gritted his teeth. This was not his problem. This problem belonged to the bumbling, inadequate, always-apologizing-for-himself Captain Baxter. He was Baxter’s foil. Baxter fell on his face and Conway was there to help (after briefly chuckling about it). That was Conway’s role. But now he was captain, and now HE was the butt of the jokes. How could that be? He’d fought for respect for his entire career, only to suddenly find himself here in this place.

And he couldn’t help but blame the problem on the U.S.S. Explorer.

To add insult to injury, all the people on that ship he wanted to call and complain to were missing, perhaps casualties of one of the captain’s latest foul-ups. That was somehow fitting.

But the fact that there was some crude justice to it didn’t make him miss his crew-mates any less. They were incompetent, but they had their place in his life, just like the Aerostar-A did. How could he reconcile that with his need to succeed? To be respected?

Being the captain of this ship was directly in conflict with every career aspiration he’d ever had.

What was he supposed to do? Request a transfer? Ship to ship transfers were extremely rare for Starfleet captains. Generally, Command felt that you should be lucky to have a ship, and if you didn’t like it, it meant taking a big step back in your career path. It meant being second in command again somewhere, and more than anything, Conway wasn’t willing to take that step back.

He decided there was only one thing to do.

Captain David Conway put his scotch down, leaned back on his couch, and took a nap.



Suddenly a hand gently shook Conway’s shoulder. “Wake up, Captain,” a voice said. “Wake up.”

Conway leaned up on his elbows. He blinked. “What? Huh?”

“It’s sixteen hundred. I’ve waited as long as I could. It’s time we talked.”

“Sixteen hundred? I’ve been asleep four hours?” Conway asked, rubbing his eyes. It sure didn’t seem like it. Once he’d rubbed his eyes, he looked around his cabin for the source of the unfamiliar voice speaking to him. “Who the hell…” Why was someone in his quarters? Was he dreaming? And if so, where was the former Romulan Senator Kretek? She’d be showing up any minute now in a tight fitting metal two-piece, if this really was a dream.

“If you’re looking for Kretek, you should know this is no dream.”

He traced the voice to thickly-built, short, dark-haired man in a Federation uniform with a command red collar, who stood at the far corner of his cabin, marveling at one of the scale die-cast NASCAR vehicles on Conway’s bookcase. Many of the Tom Clancy books were still in storage.

“How do you know about that?” Conway asked, on his feet and immediately wide-eyed and awake. “Who the hell are you?”

“A friend,” the man said. “You can call me Clive.” He stepped toward Conway. “Can we be frank?”

“Conway to security,” Conway said suddenly, slapping his comm-badge.

“You’ll get no answer,” Clive said, shuffling over to Conway’s couch and leaning against it. On closer inspection, Conway could see deep bags under his eyes, and a sullen, pouched look to his cheeks. Not to mention a noticeable paunch in his stomach. The guy looked like a loser.

“And why is that?” Conway demanded, trying to remember where he’d put his sidearm. Damn it. It was in the laundry basket with his away team jacket! Why did he always forget to take it out after away missions?

“Because I’ve erected a sensor-nullifying field around this entire room. So we could talk. Alone.”

“And why would we need to do that?” Conway asked. “Look, I don’t know who you think you are, coming into the captain’s quarters in the middle of his nap, waking him up, putting up a force-field, insulting him…at the very least that’s demotion material, buddy!” Conway stepped toward Clive and reached out for the collar of his jumpsuit.

Inches from Clive’s collar, an orange field suddenly engulfed the intruder, singeing Conway’s hand, causing him to flinch and pull it back.

“Don’t do that,” Clive said. “I was hoping we could have a civil conversation, even though I realize that’s a lot to ask.”

Conway cradled his burned hand and stared incredulously at Clive. “And what the hell gives you the right to say that?”

“The future, Captain,” Clive said crisply, folding his hands over his knee. “The twenty-ninth century, to be exact. Shall I go on?”

“Yes. I’d like to give a very detailed report to the ship’s psych ward when I turned you in.”

“I expected that kind of reaction. I guess I have to prove myself to you.”

“You’ve proven more than enough already.”

“Oh, Captain Conway, I’ve just gotten started,” Clive said, and punched a control on his wrist, causing him and Conway to disappear in a white flash.



Seconds later, Dr. Lanham stepped through the doors into hers and Conway’s cabin. “David? Can we talk a moment? I was hoping we could…David?”

She put her hands on her hips. “That’s just like him to disappear. Probably went off somewhere to sulk or something.” She sighed. “Computer, locate…you know what? Never-mind. I’ll just see him later. Whatever he’s doing, I’m sure it’s helping him sort through this funk he’s in.”



The air around Conway was still white hot with sizzling particles, after what felt like a transporter trip on acid. Clive was next to him, on a white glowing platform somewhat resembling a transporter pad. The room was done in metallic blue. The computer panels encircling the room seemed roughly Starfleet-like, but arranged differently. Off-colors, strange blocks, some holographic images standing up three-dimensionally on their smooth, glassy surfaces.

In front of the platform, behind the largest computer panel in the room, a slight, short man with a weak chin and thin lips stood, arms draped behind his back.

“Westinghouse,” Clive said, trotting down from the platform. “I take it all is clear.”

“Your diversionary tactic was perfect, Captain,” Westinghouse said, stepping out from behind the panel and momentarily glancing at Conway as he spoke. “The chroniton vortex surrounding our ship has shielded your time jump perfectly.”

“That will only last for so long. Once we begin making changes to the time stream, the higher-ups will notice.”

Conway breathed deeply as he took in the futuristic room. The simulation was uncanny. “I’ll give it to you, Clive, or whatever your name is. The holodeck does a nice future simulation. You may be crazy, but you’re an excellent holographer.”

“This isn’t a holodeck,” Clive said. “This is the Retroactive.”

“The what now?”

“My timeship.”

Westinghouse glared at Conway, as if offended that he’d never heard of the vessel. “The Timeship Retroactive is one of the most underappreciated and underutilized vessels in the time fleet. Captain Conway is a tactical genius, and his laurels are well overdue.”

“Glad we agree on something,” Conway said.

“Not you, you simpleton,” Westinghouse sneered. He pointed to Clive. “THAT Captain Conway.”

Clive rubbed a hand over his face. “Idiot. I hadn’t gotten to that part yet. I was saving it.”

Westinghouse visibly blanched as Clive gestured him and Conway out into the corridor. Conway went along, knowing for the moment he didn’t have much choice.

“I’m…sorry, Captain. My mistake.”

“Your mistake indeed!” Clive snapped, and marched down the corridor. “Now then. Let’s show Captain Conway the Overview Room. It’s time we made a believer of him.”

“You’re talking about him now, right?” Westinghouse asked, gulping.

“Yes!”

“Computer,” Westinghouse said. “Overview Room.”

Conway felt a momentary wave of dizziness, and when he looked up, he realized he’d moved to an entirely new room on the ship…or…the holodeck simulation.

“Our transporters are light years ahead of your design, of course,” Clive explained, as Conway looked around the room, which was somewhat more bland than the transporter room. The walls were bare, metallic blue, with no adornments save for a silver metal pedestal roughly shaped like a water fountain sitting in the middle of the room. Clive approached the pedestal and waved his hand over the control. “Is there a point in time you’re particularly fond of?”

“Not this one,” Conway said with a sigh, deciding for the moment to play along. “Let’s see: How about November twenty-second, twenty-three forty-five.”

“Ah, yes. A time of great significance in your life, as I recall,” Clive snickered, then waved another hand over a panel on the fountain pedestal.

The room dimmed.

Westinghouse gasped. “I love this part,” he cooed.

Suddenly a rainbow of colors spewed from the water fountain, spraying the walls with a collage of overlapping images. Starships in combat, volcanoes erupting, violent storms, sunny days, children of all manner of species playing, scientists working, vehicles making their way across alien landscapes at the start of a busy workday…it was all almost too much for Conway to process at one time.

“What…what the hell am I looking at?”

“Your birthday, I believe,” Clive whispered into Conway’s ear. “At select locales throughout the Alpha Quadrant. Want to get more specific?” Clive walked toward one of the walls, waved his hand over a few of the overlapping images, discarding them one after another by flicking his wrist to the side. “No. No. Not there. Not yet. Ah. There!” He pulled, as if it were a palpable object, a two-dimensional image of an operating room, a woman lying on a bed bathed in white light.

Clive smiled. “Mars. November two-two, year two-three-four-five, old Earth calendar.”

Conway leaned forward, marveling at the image floating in midair, just above Clive’s palm.

“That’s…my…that’s my mom.”

“Yes. I hope that’s baby weight,” Clive chuckled. He glanced down at his own pot belly. “Then again, we Conways were always thickly built.”

“This is a fake,” Conway said, folding his arms. “What I want to know is why.”

“Still a disbeliever?” Clive said. “Fine. I’ll show you a less generic image. One we couldn’t have easily fabricated. Computer: Seven-twelve-two, three-seven-four, old Earth Calendar.”

“July Twelfth? Twenty-three seventy-four?”

The images were suddenly sucked off the wall and back into the fountain, which promptly belched forth another dizzying spread of images all over the four blue walls.

“Just a moment,” Clive said, and flipped through a spread of overlapping images as they drifted along the wall.”

“July…Twelfth.” Conway rubbed his chin. “Wait just a second…”

“The night the Aerostar was launched. The original one. Captain Baxter’s command. Your first voyage as First Officer. The beginning of the end of your career. Ah! Here we go!”

“No…no…” Conway gasped. “You can’t…”

“I believe you were alone in your cabin. You did what most men do when they’re alone in their cabins…except of course, with a twist. Really? Was it really necessary to use the couch cushion that way?”

He tossed the image in front of Conway’s face, and the captain stumbled backward. “How…how is that possible?”

“You naughty boy,” Westinghouse said, clapping. “You naughty, naughty boy!”

“That’s…that’s flight recorder footage,” Conway said. “You got flight recorder footage from the wreckage of the first Aerostar!”

Clive blew out a long and disgusted breath. “You aren’t making this easy for me. Then again, I guess I shouldn’t be surprised.” He turned to the fountain and waved a few more controls, causing the montage of images to once again get sucked in, and a new set get spewed back out. Only this time, they all featured Conway, at various ages.

And all of them were unflattering.

Conway’s jaw dropped. “You son of a bitch!”

“Don’t they say if you do that too many times it’ll fall off?” Clive wondered aloud.

“Naughty, naughty boy!” Westinghouse squealed.

“Unhealthy, is what it is,” Clive said. “And somewhat fitting, that you chose to do that with your first evening aboard the Aerostar. Because, metaphorically speaking, you’ve pretty much done…that…with your career.”

Conway stepped toward Clive, his hands balling into fists. “Well, how about I do’…that…’ to your freaking neck!”

“Not so fast!” Clive said. “Remember my protective shield!”

Conway turned to Westinghouse, glaring. “What about him? He have a protective shield?”

“No,” Westinghouse said, then quickly recovered. “Yes! Yes! I mean, yes!”

Conway launched himself at Westinghouse, clobbering him with a vicious right hook to the jaw, sending the wee man slumping to the ground.

“That’s counterproductive,” Clive sighed. “Really, Captain, you’re going to have to learn to control your impulses. You’re going to have to learn to be a better man. Because that’s the only hope I have for fixing the screw-job you did on our family line. The only hope you have for ever being anything in this life.”



Moments later, Conway appeared once again in his cabin, Clive behind him. He collapsed onto his couch.

“Why are you here?” he asked, burying his face in his hands.

“Isn’t it obvious?” Clive asked, plopping down beside Conway. “To help you. To help both of us.”

“Help? How?” Conway looked at Clive.

“We’re going to pull your career out of this tailspin its in.”

“I don’t think that’s possible.”

“Normally, you’d be right.” Clive reached inside his jacket and withdrew a slim padd. “But, thanks to me, I can truly say the future is bright.”

“What…what have you got there?” Conway asked, reaching for the padd.

Clive snatched it back. “Wouldn’t you like to know.”

“Let me guess,” he said, standing and pacing toward the row of viewports lining the far wall of his living room. “You have information I can use to get ahead. You can help me change history. Do great deeds. Something like that?”

Clive nodded, and was suddenly standing just behind Conway. “Something very much like that.”

Conway gritted his teeth. “Not interested.”

“Come again?” Clive said, then laughed. “You know what I mean.”

“I’m not doing anything to corrupt the timeline. You can forget it.” Conway straightened his uniform tunic. “I may not be Starfleet’s finest, but I have my pride.”

Clive leaned in toward Conway. “You don’t know what you’re saying.”

“I think I do. Now get out of here, before I have you thrown off my ship.”

“I’m not your enemy, Captain. For glardsakes, I’m your descendant. I’m here to help.”

“Then go. Let me figure this out on my own.”

“You’ve already done that.” Clive gestured his hands wide. “Look at me. This is the result. A defunct timeship Captain who gets the worst assignments. Do you know I had to fish an errant time-probe out of Albert Einstein’s toilet?”

“Nothing changes,” Conway said, pounding his hand on the transparent aluminum window. “Four hundred years go by, and nothing changes. How can that be.”

“Because those who learn nothing from history are doomed to repeat it.” Clive walked toward the door to Conway’s quarters, stopped by the coffee table, and set the slim silver padd down on it. “The future is in your hands, Captain. Do what you want with it.”





CHAPTER THREE





U.S.S. RETROACTIVE - FEDERATION TIMESHIP - NZ-669320 - MARCH 5, 2857



“Well, what now, Captain?” Lieutenant Commander Peter Westinghouse asked as Clive Conway stepped back onto the bridge of the Retroactive, a sleek, oval operation center, where several operatives of the Federation’s Temporal Security Division stood at gleaming metallic blue consoles, waving their hands over holographic controls, interfacing with the ship’s computer to determine various infractions in the space-time continuum; and also, when necessary, to order lunch.

“‘What now?’” Clive asked wryly, hopping into his elevated command chair in the center of the bridge and resting an elbow on the chair arm. “Is that any way to address the sacrosanct leader of the free quadrant?”

“The what?” Westinghouse asked, blinking.

“That’s what I’ll become, when the new timeline unfolds. I’ve run the simulations, Pete. It’s a lock. I’m made. The unquestioned leader of this quadrant.”

“Just because you gave your ancestor some classified information?” Westinghouse asked.

“SHUSH!” Clive said from between gritted teeth, leaning over and slapping a hand over Westinghouse’s mouth. “You’re going to ruin everything! Nobody but us knows about this.”

“Mmmph. Headquarters will know,” Westinghouse said through Clive’s hand. “As soon as the temporal incursion begins.”

“I’ll take my chances,” Clive said. “Besides, that’s why we created the chroniton vortex to hide in.” He shifted around in his chair, staring out at the 360-degree view of space outside the Retroactive’s viewports. “How’s that holding up, by the way?”

Westinghouse checked a panel. “Perfect. Chroniton matrix is stable.”

“Be ready to dissipate the vortex with a quark-inversion field when the temporal incursion begins. We don’t want to be outside space-time when this timeline changes.” He grinned, wrinkling his nose. “That is sort of the point of this whole endeavor, you know.”

“Yes yes,” Westinghouse said, leaning forward and rubbing his hands together. “Say, Captain…when you did your simulations…what became of me?”

“Oh. Something or rather,” Clive said. “Let’s get down to the situation room. I want to watch Captain Conway trigger the events that will rid me of this pitiful existence once and for all.”

“And I’d like to get a hot chocolate,” Westinghouse said, following Clive off the bridge.



Conway stared at the blank, un-activated silver padd in his hands for several moments, his finger hovering above the activation control. “Just do it, you coward,” he muttered under his breath. “Just a quick look. Can’t possibly hurt anything.”

Suddenly the doors to his quarters slid open, and Conway yelped, shoving the padd under a pillow.

“Alexa!” he shouted, backing up against the pillow and folding his arms in his lap.

“For Pete’s sake, David. You have a girlfriend now. I don’t see why you insist on doing…that…still.”

“I wasn’t doing that,” Conway said. “Really, I wasn’t. I was just thinking.”

Lanham sighed as she slid off her lab-coat and hung it on a hook on the wall. “About the former Senator Kretek?”

“No!” Conway said. “About…stuff.”

“Ahh. Stuff,” Lanham said, and sat down beside Conway on the couch. “Anything I can help with?”

“No,” Conway said, and stood up, stretching. “Not at all. Dinner?”

“Out?”

“Of course, out,” Conway said. “I hear the new cafe on Deck Nineteen has a great house blend.”

“You romantic putz, you,” Lanham said, draping an arm around Conway’s shoulder. “What’s the occasion? We haven’t gone out to eat since we first started dating.”

“Ah, I need to get out of our quarters. Get my mind off things.”

“Let me guess. Stuff.”

“Something like that.” Conway extended an arm toward Lanham. “Come on. No time like the present.”

“I swear, David. Just when I think I have you all figured out…” she said with a smile, and the pair walked out of the cabin.



Commander Larkin sat bolt upright in the command chair, studying a flurry of text flowing across the screen on the chair arm. Her optical sensors processed terraquads of information as it flew past, detailing ship’s status, current events, analyses, and current show-times at the theater multiplex on Arondak Six.

“Commander, we have a communication from the maintenance team working on our warp nacelles,” Lt. Saral said from the ops console.

Larkin looked up. “On screen.”

The viewscreen flared to life, displaying a space-suited individual hovering just outside the Aerostar-A’s hull, with a flurry of activity going on behind him on the white metal hull of the Aerostar; specifically, the scorched portions of the port dorsal nacelle directly below the bussard ramscoop.

“Commander!” the space-suited person said amiably. “This is Lieutenant Craig Charles, fifth division, Starfleet Corps of Engineers.”

“Your report?” Larkin pressed.

“Um. Just wanted to say hello, and let you know work on the port dorsal is going on schedule.”

“Hello,” Larkin said sharply. “Bridge ou–”

“Hold on,” Charles said, raising a gloved hand. “I also wanted to tell you how sorry I am. Our team heard about Commander Richards and the others.”

“What of it?” Larkin asked.

“Well, Richards was in one of my classes in the academy. Cybernetics. We bounced ideas around one day after class. He had some crazy theories about positronic matrices.”

“Your point?”

“Well, I guess that sort of makes me your uncle or something, huh? Anyway, the guys and I were just real sorry to hear about Chris and the others. I know how close the two of you were. I had a drink with Chris last year at Neptune Station and he…”

“ENOUGH!” Larkin shouted. “I HAVE HAD ENOUGH OF YOUR WITLESS PRATTLE. CLOSE CHANNEL!”

It was hard to tell with the face-mask and all, but it appeared Craig Charles’ jaw had dropped.

“Commander, I just…”

“CLOSE!” Larkin said, punching a control on her chair arm, deleting Charles from the viewscreen.

Saral turned in her chair. “Channel closed, sir.”

“I KNOW!” Larkin roared, prompting Saral to turn back to face the viewscreen.

Just then, Lt. Commander Ford stepped out of the aft turbolift and walked down toward the middle of the bridge. “Hey, duty officers. What’s shaking?” he said chattily, then clapped Larkin on the shoulder. “How ya holding up there, beautiful?”

“YOU DIE NOW!” Larkin shouted, grabbing Ford by the wrist and, with one graceful arc of her arm, tossing him across the bridge.

“Bridge to Security,” Saral said calmly, tapping a control at Ops. “Commander Larkin has gone crazy and smashed Lieutenant Commander Ford. Send help. Thanks!” She looked at Larkin with a blank expression. “Anything else?”

“YOU HAVE THE BRIDGE!” Larkin shouted, and then stomped toward the forward turbolift. She punched the call button, smashing it to pieces. When nothing happened, she ripped the doors open and dove down the shaft.

Saral calmly listened for, and after several seconds, heard, a small thud.

“Was it…erk…something I said?” the upturned Ford said, arms and legs crumpled in a heap against the port bulkhead.

“Yes,” said Saral. Shall I call sickbay?”

“Oh yeah,” Ford grunted. “Call lots and lots of Sickbay.”



“This is nice,” Lanham said, spooning another bite of Saurian Sorbet into her mouth as she and Conway gazed out the transparent aluminum window at the mostly empty Aerostar corridor outside. In the mornings, the corridor was a lot busier, and afforded the chance for people-gazing, which was a good quality of any decent cafe.

The original Aerostar-A design plans only called for a generic crew’s mess, and the ubiquitous “Starlight Lounge-A” in the ten-forward location. But Conway demanded meal choices, having been spoiled by the mall on the Explorer during his last year there. And while there would probably never be a mall on the Aerostar-A, he ensured that there would at least be good eating establishments. This angered Guinanco (the proprietor of the Starlight Lounge) to no end, and brought on an onslaught of angry memos, all of which Conway chose to ignore.

“Yes, I totally agree,” Conway said, sipping his Jarada Java, a special of the day, which included cinnamon and a slimy, tangy kick that came from a substance Conway couldn’t identify, and even if he did, he didn’t want to know what it was, because he feared it was some kind of excrement. Some questions were better left unanswered.

“You’re still being distant,” Lanham said, then held up a hand. “Not that I mind! You can be distant with me, you know.”

Conway nodded. “I know. That’s what I like about you. I don’t have to be nice.”

“I wouldn’t ask you to be something you’re not, silly,” Lanham said with a small giggle.

“That’s why we work, huh?” Conway asked, finally looking at Lanham. “You don’t try to change me. You actually see good things in me.”

Lanham nodded, then quickly took another bite of sorbet. “Sure. Some things.”

Conway sipped his coffee again. “Some?”

“Well, it’s not paradise all the time. But then again, what relationship is?”

“Ours. It’s just the way I like it. What more could we ask for?”

“Haha. Nothing,” Lanham said quickly. “Nice night, huh? They’ve been dimming the lighting fixtures on this deck, during night watch, since they put the cafe in. I like that.”

“You changed subjects awfully fast,” Conway said, peering at Lanham over his coffee cup. “Is there something you’re not telling me?”

“Ha!” Lanham said. “That’s ridiculous. I’m fine. Just fine.”

“You’re repeating yourself. You’re hiding something.”

“No I’m not. Really.”

“Come clean, Alexa,” Conway said. “Just because I don’t get all sappy with you doesn’t mean I don’t care…sometimes.”

“That’s sweet,” Lanham said. “I guess. Look, it’s just…I don’t want to bring anything up while you obviously have…stuff to deal with.”

“Pile it on,” Conway said, setting down his coffee up, holding out his hands. “I’m here for you. Give it to me.”

“I don’t think you really want that, David.”

Conway waved Lanham on, like she was backing a shuttle into the hangar. “Load me up, Alexa!”

“You’re selfish. You’re rude. You’re mean to this crew. And as much as you try to be a professional, you’re ultimately not because your hateful personality turns everyone against you.”

“Oh.” The captain stared at Alexa. “Huh.”

“Except me, that is! Except me!”

“Great,” Conway said. “So my awful personality doesn’t scare you away.”

“It did, once. But I got that all out of my system before our divorce. When I shoved you off that cliff.”

“Ah hah!” Conway said, pointing at the ceiling with his index finger. “So you admit you shoved me off that cliff!”

“I admit nothing!” Lanham said, then calmed. “Look…this isn’t the time or the place to analyze our relationship. Besides, I like it just fine, so what’s the problem?”

“The problem is you think I’m a terrible person!”

“I didn’t say terrible,” Lanham retorted. “I just said…horrid.”

“Oh, much better.”

“Look, David…I want to make you feel better.”

“So you attack me.”

“You asked for it.”

Conway laughed. “Oh, I asked for it, all right.”

Lanham reached out and grabbed Conway’s hand. “David. Please. Let’s not do this now. The point is, I love you.”

“But you’d love me even more if I was different. If I was better.”

“No…no. I don’t want you to change, I…”

“Forget it,” Conway said. “I’ve suddenly lost my thirst for coffee.” He glanced back at her. “For the moment.” He walked out the door to the cafe.

“David, wait a minute!” Lanham called after him, just as a crowd of security officers led by Lt. Brian Gellar dodged past Conway, knocking him back against the corridor bulkhead..

“Excuse me, sir!” Gellar called out. “We have a psychotic android on the loose somewhere on this deck. Please be a good coward and go back into the cafe where it’s safe and you won’t hurt yourself.”

“I certainly won’t!” Conway said, snatching a phaser off the belt of one of Gellar’s men. “What the hell is going on? Why wasn’t I informed?”

“We were busy trying to stop Larkin from killing anyone. She’s gone a little crazy, probably her emotion chip malfunctioning after she heard the news about her Dad.”

“Larkin!?”

“Yes, sir. She’s the only android on the ship.”

Conway nodded. “Oh. Right.”

“David?” Lanham asked from the door to the cafe.

“Stay in there. Lock the door!” Conway said, waving her off. “We have business.” He shouldered past Gellar. “Where is she?”

“She was last seen moving fast through a Jefferies tube on this deck.”

Conway glanced back at the five officers Gellar had brought with him. “And you really think you’re going to bring Larkin down with these few people?”

“Our phasers are set really high,” Gellar said. “Plus I have a secret weapon.”

“Don’t tell me you’ve sent Benzra after her.”

“How’d you guess?” Gellar asked with a grin.

Conway sighed. “We want to capture Larkin, not have her ripped to pieces. You have any idea how hard it is to put her back together?”

“Not…really.”

“Come on,” Conway said, leading the way down the corridor. “We’ve got to find her before she does any more…”

Suddenly a gash ripped open in the ceiling, and Larkin fell out, landing in a crouch, facing the security officers.

“…damage.”

“FIENDS!” she cried out.

“No,” Conway said, gesturing at Larkin with his phaser. “Friends. Now why don’t we just settle down and talk this out.”

Larkin straightened, stared at Conway as if he were only vaguely familiar. “Talk?”

Conway nodded. “Yes. Talk.”

She suddenly burst into tears. “Bring back my daddy.”

Conway stepped forward, tucking his phaser in his belt and wrapping his arms slowly around Larkin. “I can’t, Kristen. He’s gone right now, and I don’t know when he’ll come back. But until he does, we have to rely on each other to get through this.” He’d listened to enough of Telvin and Peterman’s psychobabble to find the right words to placate Larkin. And the truly amazing thing was, she seemed like she was buying it.

“I do not want to fight,” the android said softly.

“Then we’re taking a step in the right direction,” Conway said, patting her back.

Just then, the floor behind Larkin yawned open as a pair of huge, razor-sharp claws sliced through it, and the humongous ship’s doctor, Benzra, leaped out an tackled Larkin and Conway to the ground.

“Ooof…no…” Conway groaned, dragging himself out from under the massive Flarn and the flailing android.

“Fear not, Captain. I will sssssssssssubdue the android!”

Larkin twisted in Benzra’s grasp, but the giant lizard/insectoid alien, whose shape filled the corridor, grabbed her by both ends and yanked her in half like a humongous wishbone.

“I’m sad, and I want to kill kill KRRRRRRRRRRRrrrrrrrrrrrrrt!” Larkin said, her voice drowning out as her circuits deactivated and her eyes shut.

Benzra, looking very satisfied with herself, let the two halves of Larkin clattered to the ground, and brushed her claws together. “All done. It’ssssssss sssso much easssssssier to desssstroy than to heal. I went into the wrong line of work.”

“You fool!” Conway cried out. “I had just gotten through to her!”

“I don’t think so, Captain,” Gellar said, gesturing at the deactivated torso of Larkin with his foot. “I think I saw her reaching up to snap your neck with her left hand when you weren’t looking.”

“Great, just great,” Conway moaned. “My girlfriend hates me, and even my first officer is trying to kill me.”

“Alexa’s single again?” Gellar asked, raising an eyebrow.

“No!” Conway shouted, and stomped off down the corridor. “Now see about getting her fixed up.”

“But sir, I’m a security officer, not an engineer…”

“Get on it!”

Benzra clicked her enormous pointed tongue as she looked down at the inert Larkin. “Ssssso…want to grab a coffee? I hear the cafe is nice thissssss time of day.”



When Conway returned to his quarters, feeling physically and emotionally spent, he was surprised to find all the lights already off, and Alexa in bed, sound asleep. She obviously was in no mood to carry on their conversation any more that night. Conway could understand it. He wasn’t sure he wanted any more brutal honesty from Lanham, either.

He grabbed his pillow from under Lanham’s feet and walked out into the living room, yanking off his uniform jacket and collapsing on the couch. He stuffed the pillow behind his head and stared up at the ceiling. His Pembrooke Welsh Corgi, Bucky, tottered up to lick his hand, but he waved his dog away. He was in no mood for play. Resigned, Bucky waddled back to his pillow-bed and curled up, burying his head in his paws.

Something had to be done. If Clive was right, Conway was never going to amount to anything. And, apparently, neither were his descendants. How was he supposed to live another day knowing that?

Conway twisted back and forth on the couch, fitfully trying to get in a comfortable position. And that’s when it hit him. Literally. It was sticking into the back of his neck. That little padd. The answer to all his problems.

And all he had to do to fix his life was break a few little Federation rules.

What the hell. He probably would have broken those rules eventually anyway.

He grabbed the padd and started reading.



“She looks so…peaceful,” Counselor Telvin said quietly, dressed in his customary paisley Vulcan robes, as he stared at the inert form of Larkin’s torso, hanging by the armpits on a chassis in the mechanized repair bay of the cybernetics lab.

He’d headed over to the cybernetics lab as soon as he’d awoken that morning, and was eager to help Larkin though this life crisis.

Telvin arranged his robes around his bulky body. He’d been through several diets, but the weight just kept coming back. He took comfort in the fact that he was not morbidly obese anymore, but it was still hard to squeeze through some of the ship’s more cramped corridors. The recent grapefruit and targ’s blood diet had done wonders for him.

He glanced down at Lt. Kamtezen, the sometimes-male Bewhal Chief Engineer, who like one in every hundred Bewhal, had the unfortunate medical condition of changing into a female for several days a month. Gellar had once called him a ‘were-woman,’ but Telvin didn’t understand the reference.

This peculiar Bewhal condition made staff meetings, and the annual ‘Secret Santa’ event, quite awkward. What do you get for the man who has everything, including the occasional involuntary sex change?

And if that weren’t enough, Kamtezen was also involved in a complicated custody battle over his son/daughter Brucie, who was currently staying with his ex-wife Clara, who also resided on the Explorer. It was a lot for a counselor to deal with, for sure, and Telvin wasn’t even sure where to start with the soft-spoken Bewhal engineer. So instead, he just glared at her. “Well? Aren’t you going to turn her on?”

The orange-skinned, scaly alien leaned up on her elbows. “That’s tough to say. Do you want her to kill you?”

“No.”

“Then I’m not turning her back on. Not yet. Not till I can get a good idea what’s wrong with her.”

“Perhapsssssssssssss you should look in her brain,” Dr. Benzra said, leaning against the rear bulkhead of the lab. She’d been very disinterested in the proceedings, but stuck around out of guilt more than anything else; after all it was she who’d ripped Larkin apart.

“I’m not sure I know enough about positronics to go poking around in there,” Kamtezen said. “I wish Commander Richards were here. He would know what to do. He designed that brain.”

“Don’t get down, Kammy,” Telvin said, squeezing Kamtezen’s shoulder. “We’ll figure this out together.”

“Uh-huh. Could you hand me that spanner?”

Telvin nodded, reached over to the shelf and grabbed the only loose hand tool he saw. “This thing?”

Kamtezen nodded. “Yes, that’s the one.” She grabbed the spanner and gently pressed it into Larkin’s undercarriage, firing a pulse through her nano-electric transistors. “Well, there’s positive power flow.”

“What doessssssssss that mean?”

“I think I can at least reassemble her.”

Telvin fumbled with his fingers. “You really want to do that?”

“We have to put her back together eventually.”

“I think we should counsel her a bit first. While she’s still…”

“Unable to chase ussss?”

“Yes,” Telvin said. “But I wouldn’t have put it that way. I just think it’s time we held a little intervention.”

“I’m here to repair, not intervene.” Kamtezen sighed and stood up. “But you do have a point. Even if she got out of the repair bay, she’d still have a hard time chasing anyone with just her arms for locomotion.”

“I believe ssssshe’d still be a worthy adversssary.”

“Computer, erect force-field,” Kamtezen said, and a momentary blue light flickered around the repair bay where Larkin’s upper body hung. “Happy, Benzra?”

“Not particularly,” the Flarn said, and sunk a little bit.

“I’d be even happier if you put a force-field around her legs,” Telvin said, glancing over at the pair of legs and pelvic assembly that laid motionless on a nearby table. “They creep me out.”

“The legs aren’t going to come to life and kick you to death, Telvin,” Kamtezen said. “Just relax. You’re supposed to be a counselor. You’re supposed to calm people down. So calm down.”

“You know what? You’re SO right.”

Kamtezen sighed. “Okay. Let’s try to boot her up.”

“That will be unnecessary.” Larkin’s eyes sprung open, and she looked around the lab. “My self-repair systems have engaged.”

“YIPE!” Telvin screeched, and backed against Benzra. “She’s….alive!”

“You disgusssssssssst me,” Benzra clicked.

“Just got a little shock, is all,” Telvin said.

“Your concern is noted, but unnecessary,” Larkin said, drawing the group’s attention back to her. “I assure you, my emotions will no longer get the best of me.”

“And how can we be sure of that?” Kamtezen asked.

“Because I have deactivated them.”

“I don’t think that’s such a good idea, Commander,” Telvin said, folding his arms. “We have an expression back home. ‘D’eniahl ain’t just a valley on Vulcan’.”

“I thought you grew up in New Jerssssssssey,” Benzra said.

“You’re missing the point!” Telvin fairly shouted.

“Please reconnect my legs,” Larkin calmly told Kamtezen.

“I have to talk to the captain about that. You assaulted a few crew-members before Benzra here…”

“Evisssssssssscerated?”

“Took you down,” Kamtezen continued. “I’m not sure I’m comfortable putting you back together without some sort of authorization.”

“And I want to know you’ll be okay,” Telvin said. “And you won’t try to kill anyone again.”

“Then contact the captain. It is imperative I return to duty,” Larkin said.

“Why?” Telvin asked.

“Because I am supposed to be on duty today. And the captain needs me.”

Kamtezen took a big breath. “Kamtezen to Conway.”

“What?”

She stared at the ceiling. “Commander Larkin is…on-line again. She wants to return to duty. Should I reconnect her legs?”

“Sure. Why not,” Conway replied distractedly.

“You heard him,” Larkin said flatly.

“Okay. Fine,” Kamtezen said. “Benzra: hand me her legs. And the laser welder.”

“It is sssssssssso much easier to desssssssstroy than create,” the Flarn clicked.



Captain Conway stepped out of his readyroom and walked over to the command chair, looking around the bridge. “Status report.”

“Repair crews are nearly finished with our scheduled maintenance,” Lt. Saral said from ops. “We should be able to get underway within the hour.”

“Meanwhile,” Gellar said from tactical, “Ford is still in sickbay recovering from being smushed by our First Officer.”

“Don’t be melodramatic,” Conway muttered as he sat down in his command chair. “He’ll be fine.”

“But he may never play the violin again, sir.”

“Did he ever play the violin to begin with?”

“No.”

“Then that’s that,” Conway said. “Ensign Garrity: Lay in a new course.”

“Course for the Narion mining colony is already laid in, Captain,” Ensign Mike Garrity, helm relief officer, announced.

“We have a new course,” Conway said. “Zero-One-Zero mark Oh-Four-Four. Keralis system.”

“But Captain,” Saral said. “Our orders–”

“THOSE are your orders,” Conway snapped. “Garrity. Lay it in. Warp Eight. Disengage from the station and execute that course as soon as the repair teams have disembarked.”

“Sir…” Gellar began.

“You have the bridge, Gellar,” Conway said, and walked back into his readyroom.

“What the hell’s gotten into him?” Gellar asked.

“I will not question it,” Saral said. “Because at least he did not try to kill one of us.”

“Good point.”



An hour later, Kamtezen stepped back from his work and took stock. “Not so bad if I do say so myself.”

“Try to move your legssssssssssss,” Benzra instructed. Kamtezen had kept her around for anatomic advice, if nothing else.

Larkin twisted this way and that, bent at the knees a little. “You have done a surprisingly good job of reconnecting my lower assembly, Lieutenant,” Larkin said. “You have also corrected an inflammatory condition that had begun to affect the retractors in my knees.”

“That was Benzra’s doing,” Kamtezen admitted. “She said it was kind of like arthritis.”

“I am in your debt,” Larkin said. “Now, if you would please release the force-field around my upper body…”

“I can’t let him do that, Larkin,” Telvin said, walking up behind Benzra and Kamtezen. “Before I can return you to active duty, we need to talk.”

“I’ll be damned,” Kamtezen told Benzra. “He sounds almost like a professional.”

“Shush,” Telvin muttered. “Look, Larkin. I want to make this work as much as you do. But we can’t let you back to duty without some assurances that you won’t…”

“Go on another rampage?” Benzra asked helpfully.

“Lose control,” Telvin said. “I thought it might be helpful to teach you some Vulcan meditations.”

“I’m out of here,” Kamtezen said, packing up her tool case.

“Me too,” Benzra said. “Thisssss ssssuddenly got very boring.”

“Good luck, Commander,” Kamtezen said, and walked out of the lab, Benzra following behind.

“What must I do to return to active duty,” Larkin said, boring holes into Telvin with her eyes.

“Let’s not worry about that,” Telvin said, pulling up a stool. “Let’s just chat.”

“I do not chat. That program has been deactivated.”

“Why are you shutting down these systems, Larkin? These emotions? They’re part of you. You need to give life to your inner self.”

“Not at the cost of harming crew-members,” Larkin said. “Even if one of those crew-members is Lieutenant Commander Ford. The precept still applies. Humanoid life is too precious to put at risk. My emotions are no longer under my control, and as such I must deactivate them.”

Telvin wrinkled his nose. “I thought you couldn’t deactivate them.”

“I found a way.”

Telvin picked up a padd from a nearby table. “Can you elaborate?”

“It is unimportant.”

“I disagree.”

Larkin rolled her eyes. “Fine. If you must know, I was able to locate and disable the command pathways ‘Kitty’ implanted in me when she transferred her emotion program into my data-banks.”

The Vulcan counselor nodded and tapped some information into his padd. “Yes. Yes. And who is Kitty?”

“Don’t you have my personnel file?”

“Yeah. But I sort of only skimmed it. I want to talk to you about the penguin thing later, though. That’s fascinating.”

“Kitty is an exact duplicate of me. She possesses my original body, which was thought destroyed on a mission to a planet called Crysta. It wasn’t destroyed; however, and it was instead discovered by a Romulan named Orvek, who made her his minion, and reprogrammed her to be a…”

“Sex toy?”

“A…performer,” Larkin finished, glad her emotions weren’t working at the moment. She would have taken umbrage to that. “At any rate, Kitty and I reunited some time after that, and, to make a long story short, Orvek equipped her with emotions. She passed those on to me through a nano-cortical connection.”

“Nanocorky…I’ll just spell it phonetically,” Telvin said, scribbling madly on his padd. “So, you speak of this Kitty as another person; but she is, in fact, you, isn’t she?”

“In a manner of speaking. She possesses my original body, the one created by Commander ZRRRRRRT. But she has altogether different personality algorithms. She is, in every important aspect, a completely different person.”

“Commander, do you realize you just said ‘zrrrrrrrt’?”

“It has been known to happen.”

“Were you referring to Commander Richards?”

“Who?”

Telvin hugged his padd to his chest. “I can see we have a long way to go.”



“Are we at the coordinates yet?” Conway asked, stepping out of his readyroom and crossing to the middle of the bridge.

“In eleven minutes,” Saral reported from ops.

“Good.” Conway went over to his chair and sat down. “It’s about time.”

“What is, sir?” Saral asked.

“Nothing.” He stared down at the readouts on his chair arm. He looked up. “Has anyone seen Doctor Lanham?”

“She hasn’t come to the bridge yet,” Gellar said, leaning back in his chair at tactical. “You think I should go down and wake her?”

“No, no I do not,” Conway grimaced. “Wasn’t she due an hour ago?”

“Something like that.” Gellar narrowed his eyes at Conway. “Sir. If I may say so, you seem a little…on edge.”

It was just then that Conway realized he was chewing his fingernails. “Oh? I do? I hadn’t noticed. As you were, Lieutenant.”

“Anything you say, Captain,” Gellar said, and turned back to face his panel, as Counselors Telvin and Ryn emerged from the aft turbolift..

“Oh, Captain Conway, am I glad to see you!” Counselor Telvin announced. “We need to talk. Something is desperately wrong with Commander Larkin.”

“Other than the fact she was ripped in two?” Conway asked, raising an eyebrow.

“Oh. That’s been repaired. She’s good as new, physically. She’s just…emotionally… she’s…a bit messed up.”

“That a technical term?”

Counselor Ryn stepped out in front of Telvin, her mauve spandex suit now clearly in Conway’s view. “Sir, I believe I have a more pressing matter.”

“You do? I thought you just came along because you wanted to get coffee later!”

“Sorry. I was just being nice,” Ryn said, and leaned forward on the railing around the command chairs. “Captain. I need to speak with you alone at once.”

“All right,” Conway said, grinning. Nice. Even if he was with Lanham, it was a pleasure to know that the young, cute female crew-members were still harboring crushes on him. When you got it, you got it. Conway scooted out of his seat and gestured toward his readyroom. “Counselor. You have…” He glanced at Saral.

“Nine minutes.”

“You heard the lady.”

“But Captain…” Telvin began, as Conway and Ryn stepped into the readyroom.

“Do whatever you see fit, Counselor. She’s in your hands!”

Telvin touched his chest. “My….my hands?”

“Yup. Do whatever you need.”

Telvin gave a salute. “Yes, sir! I will not let you down!”

“Whatever,” Conway called after him as the readyroom door closed. He turned to Ryn, and gestured for his couch. “Make this quick.”

Ryn sat down, as Conway leaned against his desk. “Sir, I realize you have been in a somewhat awkward emotional state lately.”

“Oh, really? Hadn’t noticed. Nice outfit, by the way.”

Ryn narrowed her eyes at Conway. “I’m glad you appreciate it.”

“It’s…it’s just great.” Conway sighed. “But I suppose you’re hear to talk about me.”

“Yes,” Ryn said. “I want you to know I’m here to help. I realize you have had a somewhat…difficult past.”

“How do you mean?”

“Well, it’s obvious from Counselor Peterman’s notes that she didn’t like you much.”

“The feeling was mutual.”

“And I realize you only brought Counselor Telvin aboard because you remembered his name and you didn’t know any other counselors.”

“That’s not true. He’s a fine…” Conway sighed. “Okay, he’s pretty much useless. But who needs counselors, anyway?” He fumbled with his fingers a moment. “Present company excluded, of course.”

“Of course.” Ryn took a deep breath. “Well, I came to tell you, basically, that I’m here to help. I want to study your dementia. Work through it with you. Get you to the other side cleanly, and efficiently. It’s what I’ve been trained to do.”

“Wow,” Conway said, lost momentarily in Ryn’s sparkling green eyes. “What did you say?”

“You’re a disturbed man, Captain. I understand you had a rather heated discussion with Doctor Lanham, and that your relationship with her right now is somewhat in question.”

“Did you talk to her?”

“I have sources,” Ryn said, folding her hands atop her lap. “Certain crew who observe, and report back to me. I find it’s better to do that than to trust your subject’s word.”

“Anything you say,” Conway said, watching a tendril of blonde hair slip out of Ryn’s braid and trace her delicate face. “So. You’re asking if I’m single or what?”

“This is not a romantic overture, Captain,” Ryn yawned. “Although your response is predictable. I’m here to help. But I can’t help you if you fight me. I need you to want to get better.”

“I didn’t realize there was anything wrong with me.”

“That’s a HUGE part of the problem.”

Conway nodded dumbly. “I’m afraid I’m still not sure what you’re asking me.”

“I was afraid of this.” She stood. “You obviously don’t want help right now.” She walked toward the door. “But the invitation to sit down with me, to talk things out, is always open. I’m not going anywhere, Captain. You can count on me to help you through this, whatever it is, no matter how bad it is.”

Conway nodded again. “That’s comforting, I guess.”

“You can get help. It’ll just take some time.”

“That much is certain,” Conway said, and walked Ryn back to the aft turbolift.

“We’re entering the Keralis system, Captain,” Saral reported, as Conway watched Ryn saunter into the lift. “Coordinates in ninety seconds.”

“Anything on sensors, Mister Gellar?”

“Not yet,” he said. “Should there be?”

“Perhaps,” Conway said cryptically. “All-stop when we reach the coordinates. Thrusters at station-keeping. Go to yellow alert.”

The bridge crew carried out their orders in silence as Conway watched the chronometer on the arm of his chair. Thirty seconds. He’d cut it close. Should have gone warp nine. Although that would have been sure to raise suspicions among his crew, if they hadn’t been raised already.

Twenty seconds.

“Sir, may I ask why we’re here?” Gellar asked.

“You may not.”

“Ten seconds.”

“Captain? May I be excused? I have to…you know…” Garrity spoke up from helm.

“Negative, Garrity. Hold it in.”

“But, sir, it’s…”

Zero hour. Conway rubbed his hands together. “Anything, Gellar?”

“Nope,” Gellar said, again checking his sensors, this time with a bit of an exasperated sigh. “Just like last time, there’s not so much as a….holy sh**!”

Conway turend in his chair. “Lieutenant?” He tried to sound as quizzical as possible.

“Trans-warp conduit opening aft, four hundred thousand kilometers.”

Damn, the coordinates were off by a few degrees. Conway squeezed the arms of his command chair. “Come about. Shields up. Arm all weapons. Go to Red Alert.”

“Aye, sir,” Gellar said, as the klaxons sounded. “Something’s coming out of the conduit…”

“Oh, really?”

“It’s…it’s huge.”

“Hmm. Interesting.” Conway leaned forward, resting his chin on his fist. “What is it?”

Gellar’s eyes went wide. “Borg sphere, Captain! A big one. Ten times our mass. Its weapons are reading fully active.”

“On screen!” Conway said, leaping out of his chair. On the viewscreen, the green-glowing sphere shot out of its trans-warp conduit like a snowball from the depths of hell. It flew right past the Aerostar, s if it weren’t even there.

“Mustn’t see us as a threat,” Gellar said. “I guess we’re lucky we don’t appear threatening.”

“I recommend immediate retreat sir,” Saral said, transfixed on the screen. “That vessel easily outguns us. It will take a fleet of at least twenty starships to destroy it.”

“Inform Starfleet of its location. And tell them not to worry. The Aerostar’s on the case,” Conway said, stepping toward the forward stations. “Mister Garrity. Pursuit course. Maximum warp.”

Gellar leaned forward against his L-shaped console. “Captain…have you lost it? That ship will make mincemeat of us!”

“Don’t be so melodramatic, Mister Gellar,” Conway said. “I have the situation well in hand.”

“Coming up on weapons range in ten seconds,” Saral said.

Conway paced back and forth behind Saral and Garrity. “Now, Mister Gellar: Configure your phasers to the G band. Modulate quantum torpedoes to a frequency of eleven point five eight. Prepare a maximum spread. Configure phaser emitters to target the ship just above its aft propulsion array.”

Gellar looked at his readouts, then up at the rear end of the ship they were chasing on the viewscreen. “I can’t even tell where the aft propulsion array is.”

“No problem,” Conway said, and walked up to the viewscreen. He pointed. “Right…about…there.”

Gellar blinked. “Okay, sir. For what it’s worth…”

“Prepare to fire. Garrity, ready evasive maneuvers sequence Conway Theta Two.”

“You have evasive maneuver sequences?”

Conway winked at Garrity. “I do now. Gellar. FIRE!”

Gellar punched a series of controls, then watched the viewscreen. “I’ll eat my comm-badge if this works!”

The Aerostar unleashed its assault on the sphere, knocking it out of warp with the first wave of phaser fire.

“Match speeds,” Conway told Garrity. “Gellar: Quantums.”

“Firing,” Gellar said, and it was almost a question. He punched the controls as the Aerostar whipped around, bearing down on the sphere.

“Federation starship,” came the chorus of Borg voices over the comm system. “We are Borg. Prepare to be assimilated. Resistance is futile. We will add your biological and technological distinctiveness to our…hey, watch it!”

The Aerostar flung a dozen quantum torpedoes right at the vulnerable section of the Borg sphere, causing huge explosions to rip through the interior of the massive ship, setting off another wave of explosions that worked their way outward.

“Pull us back to a safe distance,” Conway said, and jogged back to his chair. “I have a feeling there’s a big shock-wave coming!”

Everyone on the bridge watched in awe as the huge sphere exploded in a bright flash, sending a shock-wave out in all directions, rattling every deck of the Aerostar.

Once the shock-wave subsided, and the deck stopped shaking, Conway looked around his bridge, which had grown eerily silent. “Come down from Red Alert,” he said. “And inform Starfleet. Aerostar has saved the day.” He looked at Gellar. “Will you want ketchup with that comm-badge?”

“I’ll be damned,” Gellar said. “Captain, how did you…?”

“Yours is not to question why,” Conway said, pushing out of his chair and walking toward the turbolift. “Yours is but to do, and eat your comm-badge.”

“Yes sir,” Gellar said with gulp. “And…Captain…”

“Yes?” Conway asked as he stepped into the aft lift.

“Good job.”

Conway smiled. “All in a day’s work. You have the bridge.”

And the lift doors closed.





CHAPTER FOUR



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 56820.4. We have maintained position in the Keralis system, while the remains of the trans-warp conduit the Borg sphere used to enter the system are studied, along with the scattered debris of the vessel. The Enterprise and the Ashland have arrived to assist, but I don’t know why they’re here. Doesn’t anyone realize that the Aerostar is just fine on its own?



“Captain. You have a visitor,” Saral’s voice announced over the comm system in Conway’s readyroom. “A Captain Picard. From the Enterprise.”

“Jean-Luc? What a treat!” Conway said, putting the padd he’d been working on down. “Send him in.”

“Yes…sir,” Saral said hesitantly.

The doors to Conway’s readyroom swept open and Captain Jean-Luc Picard walked in, nodding briskly at Conway.

“Captain,” he said, and extended his hand across Conway’s desk.

Conway stood, shook Picard’s hand, and gestured toward the seat across from him. “Please, sit down, Jean-Luc.”

Picard straightened his tunic and sat down. “Captain, I have of course read your report…”

“You don’t think it was too wordy, do you?” Conway mused, as he glanced back over at the padd he’d written it on.

“Not at all,” Picard said stiffly. “On the contrary. I thought it was concise, clear, very well-written.”

“Well, there wasn’t much to say, now, was there? We came, we saw, we kicked some ass. End of story.”

“Quite right,” Picard said. He leaned forward. “I was hoping to get more of an inside perspective on this.”

“You and a hundred other captains in Starfleet, Jean-Luc,” Conway said with a light laugh, and spun his chair to face the viewport. “I’ve had a thousand comms since yesterday. Some with praise, some with awe, and others just wondering why. Wondering how.” He turned back around to face Picard. “Can it be? Can it really be? The lowly Aerostar, whom few, if any, had heard of before yesterday? Single-handedly saving the quadrant? I sure wouldn’t have believed a story as radical as that.”

“Well, be that as it may, it happened,” Picard said, and there was an edge to his voice. “What I want to know is, how did it happen?”

Conway blinked. “What do you mean?”

“How did you destroy the Borg sphere? Their ships have proven impervious to direct assault in the last few encounters. Often, we must modulate our weapons through a number of frequencies before we find one that works. And even when we do, we are seldom able to destroy the ship with a single salvo, because they just react too damned quickly.”

“Do I detect a note of jealousy, Jean-Luc?”

“Certainly not!” Picard scoffed. “I would just like to have the facts, please.”

“Want to know what I think?” Conway asked, standing, and circling around to the front of his desk. He leaned on it, very near Picard now.

“Do tell,” Picard said flatly.

“I think you feel a little small right now. You think you have the market cornered on saving the galaxy. Especially when it comes to…gasp… the Borg. Why, you put them away with one blast a few years ago, much the same way I did yesterday.”

“Because I had intimate knowledge of the Borg,” Picard pointed out. “Out of a million possible weapons frequencies and combinations, how did you happen upon the right one at the right time?”

“The same way all good tacticians, all good leaders, do. With a mixture of luck, common sense, skill, and preparation. Isn’t that all part of being a good captain?”

Picard glared at Conway. “I suppose so.”

“So I didn’t do anything all that fantastic. I just took the fanfare away from you and your crew for a few short minutes. That must be excruciating for you, Jean-Luc.”

“I’m sure I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Picard said, and stood. “I fear I may have overstayed my welcome.”

Conway straightened, coming eye to eye with Picard. “You’re the big kid on the block, no doubt. But I’m right on top of you. I’m drafting you like Dale Earnheardt on Ricky Rudd. And, eventually, I’ll overtake you. Just fair warning, old chap.” He went back behind his desk and sat down. “Thanks for stopping by.”

Picard gasped, opened his mouth, then closed it. He turned on a heel and headed for the door.

“Oh, and Jean-Luc?”

Picard stopped, but didn’t turn around.

“Please tell Beverly I said hello. I think of her often, you know.”

Picard continued through the door, saying nothing more. The doors closed, and Conway exploded into a laughing fit, kicking his feet into the air and spinning his chair.



Lt. Commander Ford rubbed his jaw as he stepped out of Sickbay and headed down the corridor back to his quarters. “That Benzra sure does a nice job knitting bones together,” he said lightly to himself as he walked. “Guess it comes from all that training in cooking humans.” At least Benzra wasn’t a humanitarian–meaning, in her people’s terms, she didn’t eat humans. She just knew how to prepare them in a variety of ways. Stewed, baked, broiled, fricasseed…

Ford’s thoughts were interrupted by Lt. Gellar, who jogged up next to him, slapping him on the shoulder. Man, that hurt.

“Hey buddy!” Gellar said. “Heard you were discharged. Man, Larkin sure did clobber you.”

“Shut up,” Ford said. “She just took me off guard. That’s all.”

“I’m sure you’d win in a rematch,” Gellar quipped. “Where are you off to now?”

“My quarters. Benzra said I didn’t have to take a shift until tomorrow. Give me time for my bones to heal up.”

“She really crushed you, huh?”

“I said shut up.”

Gellar nodded. “Guess you’ve been out of the loop, what with being in Sickbay and all.”

“I was a little sedated,” Ford said. He still felt woozy. He wondered what Benzra did to her patients during sedation. He didn’t remember Doctor Browning keeping him under sedation so long. Then again, she sometimes forgot sedation altogether. So, six of one, half dozen…

“You wouldn’t believe what happened.”

“I heard something. Were we in combat?”

“Not just any combat. We blew up a Borg sphere.”

“With Conway in command?”

“Yeah. I’ll tell you, Ford. It was a thing of beauty. Conway was like a man possessed. Giving orders, belting out tactical patterns like a seasoned pro. It almost…didn’t seem like him.”

Ford rolled his eyes. “Not another changeling plot.”

Gellar shook his head. “Don’t think so.”

“Trill symbiont?”

“Doubtful.”

“Zelfritz Nebula Brain Possession Entity?”

“Definitely not. He just seemed more…”

“Of an ass?”

“More competent.”

Ford nodded as he and Gellar walked down the corridor. He glanced at Gellar. “How long was I out for, exactly?”



Commander Larkin stepped out onto the bridge, and looked around. “Lieutenant Saral. I am looking for the Captain.”

“He’s in his quarters, Commander,” Saral said, turning in the command chair. She hadn’t missed a beat. Everyone else on the bridge stared at Larkin. Apparently there was still some apprehension among the crew after her outburst the day before.

“Very well. I will take the conn.”

“Aye, sir.”

Larkin stepped up to the command chair and inclined her head toward Saral, who quickly stood and went back to ops.

It was Ensign Puckett who decided to break the ice.

She leaned against her panel. “So, Commander. You still homicidal?”

Larkin glanced archly at Puckett. “I am not.”

“Just checking.”

“Please restrict your ‘checking’ to the tactical sensors.”

“Yes, sir,” Puckett said, and quickly returned her gaze to her panel.

“I am quite all right,” Larkin announced, to the bridge crew, in general. “My feelings no longer control me. They have been deactivated. I have assured Counselor Telvin that I am no longer a threat to the crew and he has returned me to duty. Provisionally. In short, I will be fine.”

“That’s nice to know,” Ensign Garrity said from helm. “Good for you, Commander.”

“As you were, Ensign,” Larkin said dispassionately.



“It was great, Alexa. I felt fully in control. I destroyed that Borg sphere in just a few minutes.” Conway stared out the viewport in his quarters as the stars twinkled outside and the U.S.S. Ashland drifted by a few hundred thousand kilometers away, taking readings of the remains of the trans-warp conduit. Conway smiled. “What’s more, I irked the hell out of Jean-Luc Picard.”

“That’s nice,” Lanham said, stepping up behind Conway. She put a hand on his shoulder. “About yesterday…”

Conway pushed Lanham’s hand away. “I don’t think anything needs to be said. You realize you were wrong. Let’s leave it at that.”

Lanham stared hard at Conway. “What?”

“You were wrong to doubt me. I defeated the Borg in battle. And I’m just getting started. I’ll show you. I’ll show everyone. I’m nobody’s fool, Alexa.”

“I never thought…”

Conway turned toward Lanham. “Yes you did. Everybody did. But at least I expected it from them. But you, the woman I love…you didn’t really think I’d ever really make anything of myself, did you?”

“I don’t know where you’re getting this…”

“I believe the word you used was ‘horrid,’” Conway said coldly.

“Obviously you still need some time to cool off,” Lanham said, backing away.

“I don’t need any time,” Conway said. “I’m cooler than I’ve ever been. How about you?”

“Wondering, more and more, what I’m doing here.”

“If you have to ask that question, you’ll never know,” Conway said dryly, and turned back toward the viewport. He winced as the doors to his quarters opened and closed.

Lanham would come back. And why not? He was a great guy. He was a man of destiny. She’d learn what kind of man he was. Everyone would, in time.





ONE MONTH LATER…



“Fire all weapons,” Conway ordered, gripping the command chair as the Aerostar soared into a thicket of Gorn ships, all with their weapons trained on a helpless Tholian frigate.

“There are half a dozen Gorn ships out there,” Gellar noted from tactical. “Not exactly easy stuff, Captain. Maybe you should call for reinforcements…?”

“No. I don’t think so,” Conway said. “We can handle it. Rotate shield modulation. Ford, watch our flanks. Saral, monitor the Gorns’ intraship communication. Tell me if they’re planning on executing an Omega Star-fire maneuver.”

“Yes, sir,” Saral said, raising an eyebrow. “And while I am at it, I will endeavor to research exactly what an ‘Omega Star-fire’ maneuver is.”

“A relatively new tactic used by most third-class Gorn space warriors. I wouldn’t expect you to know something like that. Don’t be too hard on yourself, Lieutenant. You’re still learning about this crazy thing we call brinkmanship.”

“Aye, sir.”

“Commander, may I remind you that this entire course of action is ill-advised,” Commander Larkin said from the seat next to Conway. “We are outnumbered, and the Gorn weapons, by their numbers alone, easily outmatch ours.”

“Space battle is about more than weapons, Larkin,” Conway said, tapping his forehead. “It’s about smarts. Human intelligence.”

“An oxymoron if ever I have heard one, sir,” Larkin said, as the Aerostar shook with Gorn weapons fire. Fireworks lighted the viewscreen as the Aerostar weaved in and out of the cadre of Gorn ships.

“Gorn vessels moving rapidly!” Lieutenant Vicky Dawson reported from the science console. “They’re moving away from the freighter and surrounding us!”

Conway stood. “Arm all quantums. Dispersal pattern Nevada. Fire in spreads of twelve each, then reload and re-arm all targeting scanners.”

Gellar worked over the tactical console quickly. “Firing, sir. All patterns acknowledged and executed.”

Conway rubbed his hands together. “Excellent. Keep going. Pour it on.”

“Pouring it on, as ever, Captain,” Gellar said. Suddenly an explosion rocked the ship, and an array of panels exploded behind the command chairs.

“Damage control teams to the bridge,” Larkin said calmly.

Ford turned in his chair. “I’ll take that escape order any time now, Captain.”

“You’ll take the orders I give, Mister. Evasive maneuvers, pattern Conway Theta Omicron Oh Four.”

“Ah, yes. The famous ‘pull a trick out of my ass’ pattern,” Ford grumbled as he worked the helm controls.

“Insubordinate all you want,” Conway said, sitting back down in his command chair as the Aerostar rumbled. “You know I’m right.” He looked around the bridge. “You all know.”

“We don’t question your behavior, Captain,” Larkin said.

Then Gellar added quietly, “To your face.”

Conway gripped the arms of the command chair. “Status of the Gorn ships?”

Saral monitored the ops panel. “Four ships destroyed, two damaged.”

“Bring us about for another pass,” Conway said. “All power to weapons. Engage!”

“How long’s he been saying that?” Ford asked himself as he brought the Aerostar around for another pass.

Conway laughed uproariously as the Aerostar carved up the Gorn vessels like an expert surgeon. In twenty minutes, the vessels were all either damaged or destroyed, and the Tholian vessel was safe. Conway smelled a commendation.



“Rrr gttn another comnnndtion,” Admiral Baxter mumbled from the viewscreen in Conway’s readyroom. He pulled out his cigar. “Good work, Captain. I’m…”

“Speechless?” Conway asked with a grin. “Yes, I know. I’m good.”

Harlan narrowed his eyes. “Suspicious.”

Conway’s eyes went wide. “Suspicious? You suspect me of foul play, Admiral?”

“I always suspect you of foul play, boy.” He put the cigar back in his mouth. “Stll, y’fight prrty dmn good.”

“Thank you, sir,” Conway said, folding his hands atop his desk. “Say, sir. Is this a Pike Medal or a Kirk medal?”

Harlan glared at him.

Conway leaned back in his chair. “I’m only asking because, I already have the April medal, and if we’re to go in chronological order, I should actually be getting the Pike medal.” He licked his lips. “Don’t worry, though. I plan on doing something pretty big in the next week or so. Pretty soon I’ll have all three. The whole set. Isn’t that great?”

Harlan grimaced and leaned forward to cut the connection.

“Oh,” Conway said, leaning forward. “Any luck finding you son and those other people from the Explorer?”

Harlan closed the channel.

“Shame,” Conway said, sipping from his cup of coffee. “Oh well. Bigger and better things…” He picked a padd up from his desk. Not just A padd. THE padd. He paged through it. “Yes,” Conway said giddily as he read. “Yes yes yes. Conway to bridge. Mister Ford! Set course zero zero four mark three two nine! Engage at Warp Seven immediately!”

“Sir,” Ford said. “Helm officer respectfully objects on the grounds that these coordinates will likely send us into another violent battle.”

“We’ll take that chance, Mister. Engage!” Conway said, slapping his desk excitedly with the padd. He quickly realized what he’d done, and gently patted the padd. “Whoops. Don’t want to bruise you! You still have about a dozen missions left in your pretty little rugged casing.”

Just then, the readyroom door beeped.

“Who is it?” he asked.

“Commander Larkin.”

“One sec!” Conway said, and shoved the padd in his desk drawer. “Come in!”

Larkin stepped into Conway’s readyroom, then draped her arms behind her back and allowed the door to close behind her. “Permission to speak freely, Captain.”

Conway nodded. “Sure. Have a seat.”

“No thank you,” Larkin said. She stared at Conway. “Sir, may I ask how you are getting the inside information that is allowing you to successfully complete all these missions?”

“Just lucky, I guess,” Conway said.

“Luck has nothing to do with it, Captain. Let us be frank. You are no genius. Your I.Q. is, at best, one-oh-eight. And I am being generous.”

“You wound me, Commander.”

“Nevertheless. Even if you were a genius, you still would need divine intervention of some type, or precognition, to locate these attack sites and head off the threat before any other Starfleet vessel could intercede.”

Conway folded his hands on his desk. “Did it ever occur to you that I’m just that good?”

Larkin nodded. “It did occur to me, sir. And I quickly discarded the notion as highly unlikely.”

“Commander, if you want a transfer, just say so.”

“I do not,” Larkin said. “But I realize you are up to something, Captain. And I want you to know that I know. Whatever it is, I am certain it is unethical. And I will do my very best to make sure this reckless course you are on comes to a halt.”

“It sounds like your positrons are still in a bit of a knot from your earlier incident, Commander,” Conway said. “Maybe you should take some time off. You could see Richards’s parents. You know, your grandparents…”

“Leave…ZRRRRRRRrrt…out of this.”

“Still having problems saying his name, eh, Larkin?”

“That is inconsequential.”

“Return to station, Commander,” Conway said.

“Very well, sir,” Larkin said. Her eyes didn’t leave Conway as she walked out of the room.



U.S.S. ENTERPRISE 1701-E CALDERON SYSTEM



Captain Picard sat in the command chair, rubbing his chin thoughtfully. “Anything on sensors, Mister Daniels?”

The tactical officer stood at the tactical console behind and to Picard’s right. He checked his panel. “No, sir. Just an asteroid field.”

“Continue scans. Alert the science department that they may request additional resources if they need them.”

“Aye, sir.”

Picard stood up and straightened his uniform top. “I’ll be in my quarters,” he said, and headed for the aft turbolift. “Please tell me if anything about this assignment–anything at all–seems out of the ordinary.”

As he stepped up to the turbolift, the door opened. Beverly Crusher stood within. “Captain. Just the man I wanted to see.”

“Doctor,” Picard said, and stepped into the turbolift. “Deck Eight,” he said.

Crusher folded her arms as the turbolift descended. “Captain, I think the crew is coming down with a virulent condition.”

Picard raised an eyebrow. “Really?”

She nodded. “I believe it’s called ‘cabin fever’.”

Picard shook his head. “Not funny, Doctor.”

“My goodness, Captain. You sounded almost excited there for a minute.”

“Beverly, I’ve never encountered such a dry spell in my entire Starfleet Career. For the last month it seems as though…”

“Nothing’s happened?”

“Indeed. It’s as if every chance we have for adventure is just being snatched out of our hands by some unseen force.”

Crusher smiled a moment at that thought, then shook her head. “I’m not sure what you mean.”

“Hmmm. Maybe there is some nefarious force at work here, keeping us out of the action. Maybe we’re being neutralized so that a powerful race can attack the Federation.”

“Or maybe we’re just has-beens,” Crusher suggested with a chuckle.

“Or maybe it’s Q!” Picard suggested, then looked up at the ceiling of the turbolift. “Damn it, Q! Reveal yourself!”

The turbolift came to a halt, and the doors opened.

“No Q, Captain,” Crusher said, walking out of the turbolift. Picard followed slowly, suspiciously, behind. “Just Deck Eight.”

“This madness must end, Beverly,” Picard said. “I never married, I never had children. Starfleet is my life. Without some…action…I fear I’ll wither away entirely.”

“Hmm,” Crusher said, strolling beside Picard. “Maybe I can help out somehow…” She trailed a finger along the back of Picard’s neck.

He looked at her. “Hmm? What’s that?”

She sighed. “Never-mind.”



Conway walked down the corridor toward his quarters, his chest filling with pride. Success tasted even better than he’d imagined. Even better than the richest of Arabica beans.

As he neared his quarters, he spotted a white lab-coat flapping around the distant corner of the corridor. He hurried his pace down the companionway, passing his quarters. He’d recognize that lab-coat anywhere.

“Alexa, wait up!” he called.

There was no response. He quickened to a jog. He rounded the corner and saw her impatiently waiting for a turbolift, tapping he foot.

She looked at him. “Captain.”

“Alexa,” he said. “We…we haven’t talked in weeks.”

Lanham nodded. “It appears so.”

“I…I was wondering how you’ve been.”

“Fine.”

“I noticed you’ve been assigning Lieutenant Dawson to cover your bridge shifts.”

“I’m not Starfleet,” Lanham said. “I really have no business on the bridge. My place is in my lab. Lieutenant Dawson is more than qualified to run the science console, and is Starfleet trained.”

“She’s doing a fine job,” Conway said. “But I…I…”

“What?” Lanham asked.

Conway fumbled with his fingers. “I think her status reports need work. Bad grammar.”

“I’ll have a look at that when I get back to my office,” Lanham muttered, and ducked into the lift.

Conway watched the doors close.

“Later,” he said softly.



“Commander Larkin,” Telvin said with a broad smile. “I’m glad you feel you could come to me.” He patted the chair next to him in his exotically decorated office. Vulcan ceremonial banners hung on the walls, side by side with grand vistas of Old New York on Earth and a library of books ranging from Vulcan neurotherapy methods to Freud’s theories of psychoanalysis. Not that Telvin had read any of them, but they looked pretty.

As Larkin walked in and sat down, Telvin studied her eyes. “I take it you miss your emotions. You want to reactivate them, don’t you? Let’s explore that…” He leaned forward. “Together!”

“This visit is not about me,” Larkin said flatly.

“It’s not?”

“I want you to evaluate Captain Conway.”

Telvin rubbed his chin. “Evaluate?”

“Yes. I believe that he has experienced a rapid change in moods. His thought process and decision-making has been affected. I want to know why. And I want grounds to remove him from command.”

“Commander…” Telvin said, putting his hands in his lap so she couldn’t see them shaking. “I’m sure I don’t have the authority to…”

“As Ship’s Counselor, you are the only one on board other than Doctor Benzra who has the authority to remove Captain Conway from command.”

“Maybe you should check and see if Benzra’s around…”

“This is not a medical matter. I am certain it is psychological.”

“Nevertheless, those are strong charges, Commander. I can’t just…”

“Ryn to Telvin,” came the melodic voice of Counselor Ryn Trista. “Don’t worry about it. I’ll take care of it for you.”

“Take care of…?”

“I’ve been listening in. I listen to all your appointments. Starfleet Medical asked me to.”

“Oh,” Telvin said. “Standard procedure, then…”

“No. It’s just you,” Ryn said. “I’ll report back my findings as soon as I have any.”

“Excellent,” Telvin said.

“I was speaking to Larkin,” Ryn said, and cut the channel.

“Well then,” Telvin said, rubbing his hands together. “I guess that settles that.”

Larkin arched an eyebrow. “Indeed.” She stood and headed for the door. “Thank you for your assistance, Counselor.”

“Any time!” Telvin called after her.



Conway sat in his easy chair, flipping through one of his Tom Clancy books. “Russia isn’t Fooling Anyone, Volume Six,” he said to himself. “God, I hope this is less wordy than Volume Five.” He opened it up and read page one. “Hmm. So much for that.” He slammed the book closed and tossed it on his coffee table. The inertia of the huge book carried it off the coffee table and sent it thumping heavily down onto the floor, right next to Conway’s sleeping Welsh corgi, Bucky.

Bucky yipped and darted away from the book, scurrying across the floor and over to Conway.

“Want the lap, buddy?” Conway asked. “Who can blame you. I’m a cool guy.” He picked Bucky up and put him in his lap, stroking the corgi’s silky, reddish-brown fur. “If only women were so uncomplicated.”

BLEEEP!

Conway glanced at the door to his quarters. “Who is it?”

“Counselor Ryn.”

Conway smiled. Jackpot. “C’mon in, Counselor.”

The doors opened an Ryn sauntered in, wearing a purple jumpsuit that accentuated every curve of her perfect body. Blonde curls spilled about her shoulders and, as if it were a rehearsed move, she slowly lifted her hand up and tossed a mound of curls back off her shoulder.

She smiled at Conway. “May I sit?”

Conway pitched a pile of padds off his couch, Bucky still in his arms. He fell down onto the couch and patted the seat beside him.

Ryn slinked down beside Conway, making him very glad he had a dog covering his lap.

“Captain,” she said softly, reaching over to pet Bucky’s head. Conway’d never felt the dog’s foot thump so furiously.

“Yes?” Conway said distantly.

“We should talk.”

“Isn’t that what you’re doing?”

Ryn inched closer. “I mean…really talk.”

Conway shifted Bucky on his lap. “I’m listening.”

“What’s wrong, Captain?” Ryn asked. “Really. What’s wrong?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Sure you do. Look at your quarters…” She glanced around. “Clothes on the floor. Unkempt. A book lying on the floor. A mess of coffee beans splayed out on the dining room table. Chaos.”

“It’s not…that bad.”

“Yes it is,” Ryn said quickly. “And, as Assistant Ship’s Counselor, I want to know why.”

“Really, I’m fine.”

“Your not.”

“I’m not.”

“So you admit it?”

“No!” Conway said quickly, pushing Bucky off him and standing. “Stop analyzing me!”

“But I think we’re about to get somewhere here! Somewhere important!” Ryn stood too, prompting Bucky to trot up to her and rub against her leg. “You’re hurting. And it’s leading you to make irrational decisions. Dangerous moves that put this whole ship at risk. I want to know why!”

“I just want to be successful!” Conway snapped. “Is that so wrong?”

“It is when you risk your ship and crew to do it,” Ryn said. “And isn’t that what you’re doing?”

“We’ve weathered every conflict over the last month. And why? Good leadership.” Conway ticked off the items on his fingers. “I settled a war on Galvan Three just two weeks ago. I’ve prevented numerous Gorn incursions on Federation space! I stopped a plot to assassinate the Klingon Chancellor last Tuesday!”

“And yet still, you’re unfulfilled.”

“Am not.”

Ryn smiled cattily. “Are too.”

“Get out!” Conway shouted.

“You know I’m right,” Ryn said, backing toward the door. “And the sooner you admit that to yourself, the better off we’ll all be.”

“You don’t know what you’re talking about,” Conway said. “This is my moment, damn it, and I’m not letting anyone take it away from me.”

“Of course you won’t,” Ryn said, and stepped out of Conway’s cabin.

Conway called after her as the doors closed. “God damn it, I’ve earned my accolades, and I’m going to enjoy them!”

And then he was alone.





CHAPTER FIVE



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 56913.3. The Aerostar, exhausted of both weapons, supplies and fuel after an eventful seven weeks, has put in at Starbase Zero Zero One, at Earth. And, I’m told, I’m being asked to debrief at Starfleet. Hey, what can I say? When you’re successful, people want to see the product first hand. I can understand that.



Captain Conway sat at the other end of the conference table in one of the starbase’s many conference rooms. He leaned back, his feet on the table and hands behind his head. “This going to be long? I’ve got a busy schedule, you know…”

“Put yer feet down,” Admiral Harlan Baxter said, stepping into the room, a large padd tucked under the crook of his arm. “Got some questions for ya.”

Conway slowly put his feet down and stared across the long table at Harlan as he sat down. Another man, whom Conway did not recognize, bearing the pips of a Vice Admiral, followed Harlan in and sat down next to him.

“What’s this all about?”

“Admiral Sontag and I just have some questions for ya.”

“Sontag?” Conway asked, looking at the middle-aged, dark-skinned, balding man with narrowed eyes. “And who is he, may I ask?”

“Internal Affairs.”

“Ah. Your old job. You guys must be old friends, then.”

“No,” Sontag said flatly.

Conway nodded, then tugged on his collar a bit. Why did the room suddenly feel a bit…warm?

“We’ve some items to discuss with you that are of concern,” Sontag said, reaching for the padd Harlan had laid down on the table. “Particularly, your engagement with the Borg sphere and the Breen Armada at Castrani Seven.”

Conway grinned. “Whew. Those were good ones.”

“Yes,” Sontag said. “Quite good. You destroyed the Borg sphere in less than ten minutes, with minimal damage to your own ship.”

He cracked his knuckles, staring at his hands as he did so. “We sure know how to build ’em, huh?”

“Yes,” Sontag said. “Be that as it may…” He looked at Baxter.

“It smells fishy, boy,” Harlan said, and reached into his vest to withdraw a cigar. He produced a ligher (where from, who knew) and sparked it up. He took a few puffs. “Damn fishy.”

“Is it so wrong to be a good captain?”

“Yer not a good Captain!” Harlan belted out, leaning across the table.

Sontag touched his arm. “I believe what Admiral Baxter is saying, is that your record predating the Borg encounter would seem to counter-indicate such a quick succession of tactical achievements.”

“Fishy,” Harlan repeated.

“What do you want from me?” Conway said. “I do poorly, and you want explanations. I do well, and you want explanations. Is there no pleasing you people?”

“No,” Harlan snapped.

“Look,” Conway said. “I’ve done more to protect the Federation in the past month and a half than the whole Seventh Fleet. If you’re going to take up my time, at least give me a medal while you’re doing it.”

“We suspect that you could not have achieved this level of success in such a short time without some kind of insider information,” Sontag said. “In brief, we think you are relying on outside help to garner your victories.”

“And so many diverse targets,” Harlan said, pointing at Conway with his cigar.

“Yes,” Sontag said. “That would seem to negate the idea you are working with the enemy. Since you have fought and won against a variety of enemies.”

“It’s better to be lucky than good, Admirals,” Conway said with an easy smile.

“Cheaters never prosper,” Harlan countered.

“I’m not cheating,” Conway said, and leaned back again. “And even if I was, you’d never be able to prove it.”

“That’s why I am here,” Sontag said.

Suddenly, the comm system in the room bleeped.

“Monroe to Admiral Baxter.”

Harlan kept his eyes on Conway. “Yeah.”

“You wanted to be informed as soon as the Explorer pulled into dock. Well. She’s here.”

“I’ll be damned. She’s early!” Harlan said, shooting out of his seat. “Wasn’t expecting her till tomorrow.”

“Be that as it may,” Sontag said, glancing up at Harlan. “We still have something of a…”

“Later. Bigger fish to fry,” Harlan said, and swaggered out of the room, still glancing at Conway.

“This is not over,” Sontag said smoothly to Conway, as he stood. “Know that Internal Affairs will be watching you.”

“I’ll try to find a way to sleep at night,” Conway muttered, and headed out of the room. He jogged down the corridor, heading toward the docking bay.



Nearly out of breath, Conway skidded to a stop at the massive viewport in one of the station’s Recreation Lounges that lined the inner ring of the gargantuan station’s docking bay.

Harlan was beside him, cigar smoldering in his hand as he stared at the opening bay doors.

Conway watched, breathless, as the gray saucer of the Explorer swung into view, and the huge ship drifted into the docking bay.

Cargo pods zipped around the ship as it slowly lumbered toward its berth next to the Aerostar.

“My God,” Conway gasped, looking at the pock marks and jagged gashes that lined the Explorer’s hull. “She’s been through hell.”

“Yeah,” was all Harlan said.

The hull of the Explorer passed by the viewport. And, for just a moment, Conway felt homesick. Battered as she was, Conway had spent good years on the Explorer. And right now, he wanted more than anything to visit home, if only for a short while.



“What the hell are you doing here?” Captain Nell Vansen asked, standing up from the command chair on the Explorer’s bridge as Harlan and Conway strolled onto the bridge.

Conway assumed she was talking to him, and not the Admiral.

“I wanted to see some friends,” Conway said, raising an eyebrow at Vansen’s pips. “Captain. Congratulations on your promotion. Now you have a problem with me looking around the old place?”

“I could care less what you do. But I’m not sure any of your ‘friends’ will want to talk to you. It’s been a long two months.”

“Be that as it may,” Conway said, looking around the bridge. “I’m sure Tilleran and J’hana will be happy to…”

“They’re below-decks, securing Engineering.”

“Oh. Lieutenant Hartley…”

“Lieutenant Commander.”

“Oh, that’s right,” Conway said, and looked around the bridge. “Nice paneling. Is that new?”

Vansen had ceased paying attention to Conway. She turned to Harlan. “Admiral, I assume you’ll be wanting a look at the…site?”

“Right away,” Harlan said, as he and Vansen shouldered past Conway to the turbolift. “I’ve already got people down there beginning the investigation. I want to hear what happened. From you. In person. Tell me what ya know, Vansen.”

“I’ll thumbnail it for you,” Vansen said, as the doors closed.

Conway was left in the center of the bridge, looking around, feeling like a man out of place.

Lt. Susan Madera turned around in her chair at helm. “Hi, Captain. How are things on the Aerostar?”

“G-Great,” Conway said, glancing at Madera as if he’d just noticed her there. “I guess you’ve heard about all we’ve been doing.”

“Heard what?”

“About the victories. The Aerostar has saved the quadrant several times in the last month.”

“I’m afraid not,” Madera said. “Our primary communication array died about two weeks ago, so contact with Starfleet has been next to nothing.”

“Sorry to hear that,” Conway said, glancing around the Explorer bridge. “Anyway, I’m sure the corps of engineers will get her back in flying shape again.”

“No doubt,” Madera said. “You have time for a drink, sir?”

“Maybe next time, Lieutenant,” Conway said distractedly, and left the bridge.



Conway was waiting at the cabin door when Lt. Commander Megan Hartley walked up to it, sleeves pushed up and hair ruffled from hours of sweaty work in engineering, no doubt. Conway grinned at that. He’d always admired how she liked getting her hands dirty more than the slightly fragile Richards did.

“Megan!” he said, as Hartley unlocked her cabin doors. “Great to see you. Mind if we talk a moment?”

“What are you doing here?” she said, ducking into the cabin.

“Like I said. I just wanted to talk…”

“I’m kind of busy,” she said, and Conway followed her in without invitation. The cabin looked more messy than she usually kept it, as he recalled.

“I’ll just be a minute,” Conway called after her as she walked back into her bedroom.

She returned a moment later, wearing her undershirt, having removed her tunic and boots. “Fine. Let me just do something…”

“Sure.”

“Plato! Come out here and get some lunch. You’re going to be late for taekwondo.”

“But we’re docked, Megan!” a high voice called back from the other end of the cabin, in another room. “You said I wouldn’t have to go to taekwondo during shore leave.”

“I changed my mind. Routine is important.”

Conway pieced things together. Plato was Janice Browning’s half-changeling child. Browning was…temporarily gone. Someone would have to take care of him. “You…have…Plato?”

“Until we find Janice, yes,” Hartley said.

Conway chuckled.

“What?”

“I just…never really saw you as the child-rearing type.”

“Stuff changes.” She glanced past Conway. “Plato! I said get out here!”

“Okay, okay!”

Conway pulled out a seat at the dinner table and sat down. “Megan, I was wondering. Was I a good first officer?”

“I should have guessed,” Hartley said, pulling out a chair and turning it around, falling down on it and leaning on the back of the chair. “I’ve been in Engineering ninety hours a week for two months keeping this ship running so that we could make it home in one piece, and I get back to Earth, and before I can even get a shower, you show up to ask me whether or not you were a good first officer.”

“If it’s not to much trouble.”

Hartley sighed, rubbed her eyes. “You did fine.”

“But was I good? Was I on the verge of…do you think I was on the verge of being great?”

“You’re asking ME? You never bothered to ask any of us our opinion back then. Why do you care now?”

Conway thought about that. “You know. You’re right. This is silly. I’m sorry I took up your time.”

“Hey, I’m here to serve.”

He walked to the door, turned around. “I know you and I never really got along. And I know we weren’t especially liked by many people on the crew…”

“Speak for yourself!”

“But don’t you think we’re still good people?”

“I know I’m a good person. As for you…that’s a call only you can make,” Hartley said.

“Yeah.”

“What’s all this about?” Hartley asked. “Isn’t it a bit early for you to have a mid-life crisis?”

Conway chuckled. “No, it’s not that. Just…some things I was thinking about. You know. What with…what with what’s happened here, I guess I got a little introspective.”

“He has a soul after all,” Hartley muttered to yourself. “I’ll be damned.”

“Keep making jokes. I can pull strings and have you on maintenance detail on a garbage scow.”

Hartley leaned back in her chair and smiled. “That would be a vacation compared to the last few months.”

“Yeah,” Conway said, and headed out the door, just as Plato came trotting out of his bedroom.

“Hey, Mister Conway!” Plato said. The youth had grown. Stood almost up to Conway’s armpit.

“Wow, buddy. You’ve really grown,” Conway said. “Keep up the good…growth.”

“You staying for dinner?”

Hartley’s shoulders tensed visibly.

“Nah,” Conway said, patting Plato on the shoulder. “Nah. You go ahead. And don’t worry. Your mom and the rest…they’ll be back soon.”



“Truth is, we don’t know when, if ever, they’ll get back. Or where they’ve gone,” Vansen said, as Conway jogged up to catch up with her and Harlan.

“We’ll find out,” Harlan said. “Got to.”

“Yes sir. I…know how you feel,” Vansen said.

Conway laughed inwardly. Vansen despised Baxter. But she respected Harlan’s authority and wanted to move up the ranks quickly. She’d keep her snide comments to herself. But Conway knew she was thinking them.

“Vansen,” Conway called after her, prompting her and Harlan to stop walking. “I noticed you’re a little understaffed. Want to borrow anyone from the Aerostar? I have a lot of crew who are familiar with this ship.”

“We’ll be fine,” Vansen said.

“How warm and fuzzy of you,” Conway said, looking to Harlan. “My, I almost sense hostility.”

“I do have hostility,” Vansen said, inching closer to Conway. “I spoke to the Admiral. I understand you’ve been blundering into a lot of lopsided victories lately. You’re being investigated, so if it turns out you’re doing something underhanded to get these victories, we’ll find out. Don’t think the folks at I.A. are slouches, Mister. They’ll find you out.”

“You vicious bitch,” Conway said, with a warm smile. “I hope you fall out an airlock.”

“And I hope you get exposed for the fraud you are,” Vansen called after him as he walked away. “Starfleet is about justice, Conway. You’ll get yours!”

“Better check her out, Harlan,” Conway said, as he ducked into the nearest turbolift. “Maybe she’s the one that pushed Baxter out of the way so she could take command.” He smiled as he heard Vansen’s cursing, even through the turbolift bulkhead.



Conway stepped back onto the bridge of the Aerostar, and instantly felt relieved. There was something…disheveling…about his return to the Explorer. It didn’t feel like home anymore. This was home. He felt ridiculous. He didn’t have these sorts of feelings. And when he had them, he sure as hell didn’t show them. He felt foolish, bringing those things up to Hartley. What did she care? She didn’t care what others thought of her performance, and he didn’t either.

So why was this whole charade with the padd from the future so damned important to him?

Maybe he didn’t need the padd to be good. Maybe he could be good on his own. He considered just throwing the thing in the reclamator and being done with it.

Truth be told, he’d probably not done enough in that month to substantially change the time-line anyway. He was better off putting the whole thing behind him, before anyone else got suspicious. There was already enough heat on him as it was.

Conway had just sat down in his seat on the bridge when the tactical panel beeped. Lt. Gellar was on the station, along with half the Aerostar crew. Lieutenant Dawson stepped down from the aft stations to check the readout.

She looked up at Conway as she read the information. “Captain. Priority subspace message for Starfleet coming through on broadband subspace.”

“Put it on,” Conway said, nodding in the direction of the viewscreen.

“This is the Federation medical ship U.S.S. Lockhart. A temporal incursion has been detected in the Vaxhaul system. A vessel is coming out of the rift. It appears…it matches the description of a twenty-ninth century timeship. Course apparently zero zero one. Repeat. Intruder course is for Earth. Starfleet Command: Please advise.”

Conway nearly fell out of his chair as he scrambled to stand up. “Dawson. Recall the crew.”

The message crackled. The female voice on the other end paused, her words caught in her throat. “Starfleet: Correction. Two vessels have left the rift. One appears to be firing on the other. Please advise! We are withdrawing from the scene!”

“But…repairs aren’t finished yet,” Dawson said. “And the Enterprise…”

“Recall the crew!” Conway fairly shouted, and dashed into his readyroom.



Commander Larkin looked around the charred, vacant room, where President Dillon’s office once stood. Where Baxter, Peterman, Stephanie Baxter, Browning, Richards, and the President all disappeared, less than three months ago.

Her sensors combed the room, recording every inch. They read multi-spectral and infrared. They studied physics and thermal dynamics. She examined atomic morphology and nano-particles.

She ran, in seconds, a half million simulations, all trying to figure out what happened.

“Penny for your thoughts?” Lt. Commander Ariel Tilleran asked from the doorway.

“They are worth considerably more than that, Commander,” Larkin said, not turning around. “And they would take several hours to detail.”

Tilleran giggled. “Never-mind then. So…find anything?”

“Not at this time,” Larkin said. “But I will continue to analyze the information from the accident after I return to the Aerostar.”

“Return?” Tilleran asked, raising an eyebrow. “J’hana and I figured you’d stay here a while, help with the investigation. We could use a mind like yours working on this…”

“I am needed elsewhere.”

“On the Aerostar? Huh. I’ve heard you’ve had quite the adventure over the last few weeks. Conway seems more than able of handling things. He wouldn’t miss you.”

“No, he would not. And that is the point.”

“I…don’t follow.”

“It does not bear discussing,” Larkin said. “Suffice it to say, I will continue to study this incident from afar. I will contact you with my findings.”

“What’s going on, Larkin?” Tilleran said, as the android turned to face her. She blinked. “Wait a minute. I’m not sensing any emotions from you.”

“Nor should you. I deactivated my emotional programming.”

“Why?”

“I believe the reason is obvious. I cannot trifle with the distraction of emotional response during a time such as this. Now, more than ever, a cool head must prevail.”

“Sure,” Tilleran said. “But don’t you…miss those emotions?”

“Frankly, no,” Larkin said. In less than a second, a notion occurred to Larkin. “However, I may require your assistance with another matter.”

“Sure, what is it?”

“Computer,” Larkin said. “Please tie in to the Starbase computer and locate Captain Conway.”

“Captain Conway is aboard the U.S.S. Aerostar.”

“Would you indulge me in a brief trip aboard your sister ship?” Larkin asked.

“Sure,” Tilleran said. “What have you got in mind?”

“It is not I who has something in mine. It is Captain Conway. And I intend for you to find out what is in that mind.”

“Huh?”

“Conway to Larkin,” chirped the android’s comm-badge.

“Go ahead,” Larkin said, looking at Tilleran.

“Report to the Aerostar immediately. We’re heading out.”

“I understood that we would not be leaving for another three hours.”

“We’ve stepped up our departure. Something’s…happened.”

“Guess I’ll have to read his mind another time, then, huh?” Tilleran asked.

“Indeed,” Larkin said, and headed out of the burned out shell of a Presidential suite. “I will speak with you soon.”

“Have fun,” Tilleran called after her as she walked briskly to the nearest turbolift.

J’hana walked up, moments later, as Tilleran stood there, trying to piece together the conversation she’d had with Larkin. “Imzadi? Is something wrong?”

“Probably,” Tilleran said, folding her arms. “But at this rate, I don’t think we’ll find out what it is.”

J’hana nodded. “I imagine it will be some time before we learn the whereabouts of our crew-mates.”

Tilleran considered what Larkin said. “Yeah. Among other things.”





CHAPTER SIX



Lt. Commander Ford slid into his seat at the helm, relieving Ensign Garrity in more ways than one, and looking up at the viewscreen as the stars streaked forward.

“Can somebody tell me what the freaking hurry is about?”

“No,” Conway said. “Increase speed to Warp Nine point Nine.”

“We cannot sustain that for long,” Larkin pointed out, seated beside Conway.

“We won’t need it for long,” Conway said. “Ready all weapons. Shields up. Go to Red Alert.”

“What do you think we’ll find?” Gellar said as he worked the tactical console. “We don’t know much about twenty-ninth century ships.”

“They’ll be more than a match for us, that’s for sure,” Ford said. “You really want to press our luck that much, Captain?”

“I think we’re up to the task,” Conway said, gripping the command chair to stop his hands from trembling. “I’m confident in this crew.”

“Are you?” Larkin asked quietly. “You seem taken by surprise by this development.”

“Any reason I shouldn’t be?”

“Because you have not been taken surprise by any of the surprise missions we have undertaken in the last several weeks. Why should this one be any different?”

“It’s not every day you get to see a timeship,” Conway said. “Maybe I’m just excited to see one.”

“Whatever they are, they’re coming at us fast,” Gellar said. “Upwards of…damn…not even on the Warp scale.”

“Distance from Earth?”

“Not far enough,” Larkin said. “If this represents an assault from the future, it stands to reason we will not slow it down.”

“Well, at least one of the ships must be on our side, if they’re firing on each other,” Conway said. “That’s a relief.”

“Yes,” Larkin said, looking at Conway. “A relief.”

“Three minutes to intercept,” Gellar reported.

Conway punched a control on his chair arm. “Kamtezen. All power to weapons and shields. Stand by damage control.”

“Acknowledged,” came the engineer’s reply.

“Is this wise?” Larkin said.

“I…I don’t know,” Conway replied.

“If you are putting us in unnecessary danger…”

“Commander, I don’t know if it’s necessary or not, at this point.”

“You are now being honest with me,” Larkin said. “Refreshing.”

“Don’t get used to it,” Conway snapped.

“Vessels in sensor range,” Gellar reported

“On screen,” Conway said.

Two deep, metallic blue vessels–unlike anything Conway had seen- -ripped out of warp and matched speed almost on top of the Aerostar. A maneuver that would have torn a present-day Starfleet vessel to shreds.

Conway bristled. “Open a channel, Gellar.”

“What will you ask them?” Larkin asked. “If they need directions to Earth?”

“Shut up.”

“Wait…we’re the ones being hailed,” Gellar said. “By the smaller ship. Audio only.”

“Let’s hear it.”

“Captain Conway! It’s really you!”

“Who is this?” Conway demanded.

“We’re really big fans. HUGE fans!”

“Fans of what?”

“Of you, silly. Your ship is as magnificent as we’d heard. Look, Sammy! It has four nacelles, just like in the pictures.”

“Get to a point quickly,” Conway said.

“We just…wanted to speak to you. To hear your voice. Linda, darling…please, don’t cry.”

“I want to have your baby!” a female voice cried out over the comm channel.

“Well, thanks, but…” Conway trailed off. “But that’s not the point! Why are you here?”

“To get your autograph of course. Now then, we don’t have much time, so…ZHHHHHHHHHPT!” And the bridge was bathed in a bright blue glow from the viewscreen.

Conway turned to face Gellar, shielding his eyes from the flash. “What happened?”

“The larger ship fired a beam at the smaller ship. And it just…disappeared.”

“That’s not good enough,” Conway said. “Where did it disappear to?”

“Tracking…” said Lt. Dawson.

“Hail the other ship again,” Conway said.

“They’re responding.”

“Finally. On screen.”

The viewscreen filled with a slight-looking man with a mustache, whom Conway didn’t recognize, seated in an high-backed leather command chair. “Captain. It is an honor to meet you in person. I’ve heard much about you.”

Conway pursed his lips in annoyance. “And you are?”

“Commandant Arthur Stringer, First Battalion, Federated Warforce, Timeship Paradox.”

“Nice to meet you,” Conway said. “Now what the hell did you do to that ship?”

“That’s irrelevant,” Stringer said flatly. “Please continue with your previous assignments, Captain. I wish you nothing but good luck in your future endeavors.” He smiled coyly, then winked at Conway, and disappeared from the viewscreen.

Conway cracked his knuckles. He got the distinct feeling of a man being played.

“They’re opening up a rift and moving through,” Gellar said.

Ford turned in his chair and looked at Conway. “Do we pursue?” he asked, vehemently shaking his head “no” from side to side.

“Yes,” Conway said. “Gellar, fire all weapons. I want that ship destroyed!”

“All weapons firing,” Gellar reported, as Ford reluctantly brought the Aerostar down on the Paradox.

“Well?” Conway demanded.

“No damage,” Gellar said. “We didn’t even dent their shields. Meanwhile, the rift is sealing up. We’ll never make it through.”

“Damn!” Conway said, and returned to his chair. “Helm, all stop. I want sciences to study that rift. Lets try to figure out what exact time period those ships came from, and what they were doing here. And somebody, for God’s sake, find me a frigging cup of coffee!”



One cup of coffee later, Conway was jogging down along Deck Eight, trying to remember where the counselors’ suite was. It wasn’t a place he frequented.

Conway had never given much credence to counselors. More often than not, he saw them as more harm than good, an unnecessary appendage on a Federation Starship. But, right now, more than ever, all Conway wanted to do was find a Counselor.

Finally, he found Ryn Trista’s office. He faced the door, straightening his tunic, taking a breath. He punched the comm-panel, tapping his foot impatiently as he waited for a response. When nobody answered, he tapped his comm-badge. “Conway to Ryn. Please respond.”

He sighed. “Computer. Locate Ryn Trista.”

“Ryn Trista is not aboard the Aerostar.”

“WHAT?”

Just then, the door next to Ryn’s opened to reveal Counselor Telvin, who was munching on a cream cheese knish. “Captain! Would you like some knish?”

“No. I want my counselor!”

“Present and accounted for!” Telvin smiled.

Conway gritted his teeth. “The other one. The pretty one.”

“Er…” Telvin self-consciously rubbed his belly. True, he’d lost considerable weight since his infamous ‘anti-grav’ days, but he still had somewhat of a pot belly. “I suppose you’re referring to Counselor Ryn?”

“Yes!”

“She left the ship. Transferred aboard the Explorer shortly before we left.” Telvin disappeared into his office and returned with a padd. He handed it to Conway. “There’s all the paperwork. I was going to discuss it with you, but we had our impromptu departure, and it is knish day in the bakery, so…”

“SHE LEFT!?!” Conway blurted, slamming the padd down on the deck. “That god damned Vansen!”

“Yes. Apparently Captain Vansen was in need of an interim ship’s counselor until Counselor Peterman is found.” Telvin stared off for a moment. “If she ever is found. So sad. And the little baby too. Did you know she wasn’t even a year old?”

“Fascinating,” Conway said, and headed down the corridor. “Wait till I see that Vansen. I’m going to wring her neck.”

“That’s not healthy!” Telvin called after Conway.

“F*** you!” Conway shouted back at Telvin and ducked into the turbolift.

Telvin nibbled his knish. “That’s not healthy either. Jackass.”



There was only one other person Conway could see. Only one person who’d understand, and who’d have the expertise to deal with this situation. As Conway rode the turbolift down to Deck Twelve, he knew there was only one person truly qualified to help him.

“Larkin?” he asked, staring at the android as the lift doors opened.

The android shouldered into the lift and waited for the doors to close. “Computer. Lock and hold.”

Conway draped his hands behind his back. “Something I can help you with, Commander?”

“You can help me with the truth,” Larkin said. “I believe a truthful explanation of our current situation is long overdue.”

“I’m not sure…”

“Do not exacerbate your plight with more lies.” Larkin stepped closer to Conway. “Begin telling the truth. Right. Now.”

Conway smiled weakly. “Sounds like that emotional program is back up and running smoothly, eh?”

“Affirmative,” Larkin said, and grabbed the front of Conway’s uniform, hoisting him effortlessly into the air. “Do you care to test the limits of my anger protocols?”

“When you put it that way…” Conway said helplessly, kicking his feet.

Larkin dropped him. “Speak.”

Conway dusted his tunic off. “I made a deal with my descendant. A future Conway. Name of Clive.”

“Go on.”

“He gave me certain information.”

“Certain information you would use to become a successful Captain.”

Conway nodded. “Something like that.”

“To what end?” Larkin said, and in a nanosecond she understood. “He knew if you became successful, the whole line of Conways would share in that success. And instead of being born into a family of buffoons and failures, he would be born into a proud, powerful family. And build on that power.”

“I guess.” Conway shrugged. “I didn’t really ask what he’d do after I held up my part of the bargain. But his offer was…it was more than I could refuse, Larkin.”

“Did you give even a passing thought to the prime directive? To your oath to Starfleet? To common decency?”

“Not really.”

“You might have caused a temporal imbalance that will destroy the universe.”

“Damn,” Conway said. “Really? Me?”

“You wanted a legacy, Captain. You may have one. You may destroy all of time.”

“I didn’t mean to. I just wanted to be good at my job.”

“Because the universe still exists, let us assume the timeline changes did not upset the constant of the universe.”

“That would be good.”

“Indeed; however, we still have the ramifications on the future to deal with.”

“That big warship sure didn’t seem like the other timeships I’ve heard about,” Conway said. “It was bigger. Meaner.”

“And, according to the incident reports of Captain Janeway, and others who have come across visitors from the Twenty-Ninth Century, there is no reference to a ‘Federated Warforce.’”

“That didn’t sound good, did it?” Conway asked.

“No,” Larkin said. “It did not.”

“You’re going to tell Starfleet, aren’t you?” Conway covered his face. “My career is over.”

“Your career is the least of our worries,” Larkin said. “But know that even if I vehemently object to your methods, I do at least understand the motives behind them.”

“You…do?”

“Yes. I understand the need to be accepted. The need to be loved, and understood. These are the reasons you crave success.”

Conway thought about that. Truthfully, all he wanted was to feel superior to everyone else.

“You’re right,” Conway said, draping his arms around Larkin. “You’re so, so right.”

“Please,” Larkin said, pushing Conway off her. “We have little time.”

“So to speak.”

“We must go to the future. We must confront this ‘Clive’ and find a way to reverse what he’s done.”

“Can’t we just go back to when Clive made me the offer and stop him then?”

“I do not believe so. Clive is in control of the timeship fleet. He would detect our temporal incursion and prevent us from intercepting his past self. No. We must go to the source. We must go to Clive as he is now. Then.”

“So confusing.” Conway rubbed his eyes. “Wait. What if Clive’s too powerful? What if he simply destroys us?”

Larkin placed her hands on Conway’s shoulders. They hurt. “You have made your futuristic bed, Captain. You must now lie in it.”

“I think I liked you better without emotions,” Conway muttered. “Computer, resume turbolift. Bridge.”



When Conway arrived at the bridge, he found Doctor Lanham and Lt. Dawson bent over the science console.

“Great work, Vicky. You did it,” Lanham said, patting Dawson on the back. “The chronometric particles are dispersing throughout the field at just the right dispersion rate.”

“What, what, and what?” Conway asked, stepping up next to Lanham.

“Captain,” she said stonily. “Lieutenant Dawson and I have developed a method for locating the precise moment in space-time from which those ships originated.”

“Really?” Conway raised an eyebrow. “That quick?”

Lanham stared at Conway. “You have a good crew, sir.”

“We must find a way to reopen the rift,” Larkin said, walking toward the center of the bridge.

“That’s going to be impossible,” Lanham said, tapping a few controls at her station. “The chroniton emissions have already dissipated. Even if we could develop a way to reopen the vortex, we wouldn’t be able to sustain it, or even make it big enough for the Aerostar to pass through.”

“Understood,” Larkin said. “In that case, begin calculations for time travel. Mister Ford. Set course for this system’s sun.”

“Warpin’ Millennium Edition?” Conway asked. “We haven’t even tested it yet!”

“Now would be an excellent time to do so,” Larkin said, draping her arms behind her back. “Do you not agree?”

“I…I don’t know,” Conway said, and stepped down to his readyroom door. “I have to think. I have to plan.” Conway stared across the bridge at Lanham. “Alexa. Could I see you for a moment?”

Lanham stood her ground. “I am quite busy, sir.”

“It’s important.”

She sighed. “Fine. Vicky, begin laying in the time travel coordinates. Get as close to the time period we’ve targeted as possible.”

Dawson nodded. “I’m on it, Doc.”

“Time is of the essence,” Larkin said to Conway as he pulled Lanham inside his readyroom.

“I’m aware of that!” he snapped and shut the door.



“Please make this brief, Captain,” Lanham said, folding her arms.

“Damn it, Alexa!” Conway said, grabbing Lanham’s shoulders and shaking them. “Stop the silent treatment. I don’t need to talk to my science officer right now. I need to talk to my girlfriend!”

“Don’t believe she lives here anymore,” Lanham said, rolling her eyes. “Anyone else you’re looking for?”

Conway turned around, planted his hands on his desk. “You’re enjoying this.”

“I’m not. I’m mad as hell. Forget for the moment that you blew me off a few weeks ago just as your career began to ‘mysteriously’ pick up.”

“Forgotten,” Conway said quickly.

“There are larger issues at stake here.” Lanham stepped up behind Conway. “You made a deal with someone you didn’t even know, jeopardize the entire timeline, maybe the universe, just to become a more successful captain. Do you have any idea how ridiculously wrong that is?”

Conway glanced over his shoulder at Lanham. ” You…know about that?”

“I’m no fool, David. Larkin and I have been watching you all this time. We had strong suspicions about what you were doing but couldn’t prove it. When those ships from the future showed up, and when that captain referred to you in the…” she ground her teeth. “…familiar. Everything else fell into place.”

“So Larkin asking me what I was up to…”

“Just a smokescreen,” Lanham said. “We wanted to see if you’d confess, if given the chance.”

He turned to face Lanham. “Why?”

Lanham set her jaw. “So we could decide whether or not to report you to Starfleet.” Although her face was set in anger, Conway saw something else in her eyes. Concern. “We needed to know if there was any chance you could redeem yourself.”

It was not Conway’s turn to set his jaw. “And your verdict?”

“Still out.” Their eyes were locked, and for a moment all the thrumming ship sounds died around them, and all was quiet.

In that moment, Conway realized what he had to do.



Commandant Arthur Stringer sat in the command chair aboard the bridge of the Paradox. “The question is, what’s he going to do?”

Beside him, his first officer, Lieutenant Commandant Clara Raines stood at attention. She glanced at Stringer. “Pardon, sir?”

“Captain Conway. He’s a wily man. Unpredictable.”

“You think he will change his mind? Find a way to undo this revision of time?”

“The last thing I would expect Captain Conway to do is the right thing,” Stringer said. “However, like I said, he is unpredictable. Open silent communication to Prime Architect Conway. He must know the status of our operation immediately.”

“If anyone can predict the outcomes of time, and of Captain Conway, it must be his descendant, the Architect,” the young, wet-about-the-gills Raines said. “He will not let us down.”

“The Architect is infallible, Lieutenant. He has contingencies for everything. That is why he is the Architect.”

“But sir, did the Architect not teach us that all time is revocable?”

“Not this time,” Stringer said. “Now maintain course and open up that silent channel. Now.”





CHAPTER SEVEN



“Welcome to Warpin’ Millennium Edition,” the computer said crisply, as Captain Conway paced the front of the Aerostar A’s bridge. “Downloading time travel parameters. One moment please.”

Conway glanced back at Lanham, eyebrow raised. “Is all this really necessary?”

“It’s a new version. There are protocols…”

“Attention,” the computer said. “A new version of Warpin’ is currently available. We strongly recommend you download the new version, in order to ensure optimum performance. Would you like to download the new version now?”

“New version?” Conway barked. “It’s not even the millennium yet. How can there even be a millennium edition, much less a newer edition?”

“The newer edition includes patches for the nineteenth century access problem and the temporal feedback loop one encounters when attempting to visit the Mesozoic era.”

“Well, we’re not going anywhere near those time periods, so we don’t need an upgrade.”

“Acknowledge. Working…”

“Sheesh,” Conway muttered, glancing at Larkin, who stood beside him.

“Indeed.”

“Warpin’ Millennium Edition has configured your ship for time travel. Warpin’ Millennium Edition Recommends you restart your ship’s computer before engaging warp engines.”

“For f***’s sake,” Conway said. “Restart, restart! Whatever!”

“Your system is now shutting down.”

Ford turned around in his chair. “Doesn’t time travel seem awfully primitive these days?”

“Our customer service unit is working night and day to ensure a faster, more pleasant time travel experience for you and our other consumers. Warpin’ Millennium Edition regrets any inconvenience or temporal incursion you may experience during time travel. The creators of Warpin’ Millennium Edition would like to remind you that persons with panic disorder and mild heart conditions should not attempt time travel without consulting their physicians.”

“Are you FINISHED YET?” Conway said, staring at the ceiling of the bridge as the lights flickered briefly on and off.

Lt. Saral looked down at her panel. “All systems showing ready, Captain.”

“Thank you for using Warpin’ Millennium Edition. Coming soon….Warpin’ for Parallel Universes. Enjoy your time traveling experience, and please be reminded that the Temporal Prime Directive strictly prohibits users of Warpin’ Millennium Edition from altering the timeline in any way.”

Larkin glared at Conway.

“Whoops,” Conway muttered. “Is there anyway to unplug the audio on this thing?”

“The machine is simply doing its job,” Larkin said.

“You’re just standing up for it because it’s a distant relative of yours.”

“Let us not get into talk of relatives right now,” Larkin said. “You would do well to engage engines.”

Conway sighed, and pointed at the viewscreen, where the Vaxhaul system’s sun loomed large in front of them. “Mister Ford, coordinate with ops. Triangulate your course, and initiate time travel on my mark.”

“Aye sir,” Ford said, giggling. “And thank you for using the helm.”

“Shut up. And Mark.”

The Aerostar shot forward at a clip approaching Warp Nine. By the time they neared the sun, their speed increased as the slingshot maneuver began.

Conway always hated this part. He stumbled over to his chair and fell into it, feeling dizzy. His head swam as the temporal enveloped formed around the Aerostar, slinging it forward in time, to the preset coordinates Saral had entered into the computer.

“I think I’m going to puke.”

“It would serve you right,” Lanham muttered, gripping her panel as the Aerostar ripped forward in time. “Throwing up is the least you can do to make up for what you’ve done.”

“I love you too, Alexa,” Conway groaned.

“In point of fact, the good doctor is right,” Larkin said. “Unfortunately, your atonement will have to wait until after the current crisis is resolved.”

“Atonement?” Conway snapped. “I already said I’m sorry! What more do you want.”

“You did not, in fact, say you were sorry,” Larkin corrected.

“Oh.”

“Coming out of warp,” Saral announced, one of the only crew-members who didn’t look flummoxed by the trip through time.

Conway looked up at the viewscreen, watching the swirly rainbow- colored time travel envelope peel away to reveal normal stars. He gripped his stomach as the ship slowed. “Damn, wish I hadn’t had oatmeal this morning…”

“Active scanning, Doctor Lanham,” Larkin said. “Tell me if there are any ships in this area.”

“No ships of any kind,” Lanham said, after quickly checking her panel. “As a matter of fact, this system and the three surrounding systems are vacant. I am picking up debris that could be the remains of civilization on three of the planets in this system.”

“Someone’s come through and cleaned house,” Conway said. “Saral, check the star alignments. See if you can figure out approximately where we’re–”

“Twenty-Eight Fifty-Seven,” Saral said quickly. “March tenth.”

“You don’t have a day of the week?” Conway quipped.

“It hardly seems relevant at this juncture, Captain.”

“Touche,” Conway said. “All right. Ahead warp six, Mister Ford. Let’s see if we can’t find some signs of life.”

“We should head toward Earth,” Larkin said. “Perhaps Earth is still a seat of power in this timeline.”

“Or else it’s been wiped out,” Gellar suggested.

“What a pleasant thought,” Conway said.

“Yet another charge to add to your affidavit,” Larkin said tersely.



Twenty minutes later, the Aerostar arrived at Earth, pulling into a tight orbit around the planet.

Immediately, without even checking sensors, Conway knew something was wrong. The usually green and blue planet was instead a charred black and red. Its atmosphere swirled with nasty looking black clouds. It looked more like Mars than Earth.

“Total wasteland,” Lanham said, looking up from her sensors. “Well done, David!”

“We don’t know that this is my fault,” Conway said.

“We can surmise that it is,” Larkin said. “Mister Ford, break orbit. Continue toward Vulcan.”

“I have a good feeling about Vulcan,” Conway said.



“Dirt ball,” Ford said, and Conway could hear a barely audible gasp from Saral. For his part, he noticeably shuddered.

“Another one bites the proverbial dust, Captain,” Larkin said quietly from the chair next to Conway.



The next day, having visited or passed within sensor range of Andor, Tellar, and Betazed, Conway had begun to squirm in his command chair.

Conway hadn’t slept, bathed, or shaved in the last 24 hours. He’d barely taken a break, and barely eaten, as the Aerostar completed its grim tour of the core of the Federation, ending with the barren hulk that once was Risa.

“I had such good times there,” Ford sniffled.

Larkin turned to Conway. “The Federation, it would seem, has been destroyed.”

“So much for your harmless antics,” Lanham said. “You destroyed the Federation!”

“Wait a sec,” Gellar said, glancing over his panel. “I’m picking up faint signals. Some kind of automated transmission. The encryption is like nothing I’ve ever seen. It’ll take a few minutes for the computer to process it.”

“No doubt the inhabitants of this time period use substantially more sophisticated audio transmission protocols,” Larkin said.

“On audio,” Conway said. “As soon as you can.”

“Hold on,” Gellar said, and, after a few minutes, said: “Got it!”

Conway shifted back in his seat, listening.

“Weary traveler, welcome!” a friendly, high-pitched male voice said. “You have entered No Man’s Land. The former United Federation of Planets. The former seat of power and glory for hundreds of species, long ago. This vacant planet, and so many others like it, represent the decadence and imperfection of an old era. The peoples that occupied the former Federation were arrogant, though, and misunderstood their place in history. So they had to be wiped out.

“Sounds like it could have been anybody,” Conway said quietly.

“And wiped out they were,” the voice continued. “By an ancient force known as the Orion Syndicate, more than two hundred years ago. The powerful syndicate, thanks to some inside help from highly placed Federation officials, was able to infiltrate and undermine the entire Federation. Enemy empires of Romulus and Breen set upon the outskirts of the mighty Federation like voles. Nibbling at the remains of the once glorious empire. Soon, nothing was left. Between the Syndicate and the other hyena-like predators that surrounded the Federation, every planet was rendered inhabitable by a mix of genocidal nucleonic devices and biological weapons, and subspace telemarketers…”

“But, by now I’m sure you’ve grown of hearing about the Federation of Planets. Truly yesterday’s news, this fallen empire has been replaced by a new, more stable, more potent regime. The Federated Warforce, led by the Architect. A man of destiny, in a long line of men of destiny.”

“Today, the Federated Warforce numbers nine hundred distinct species, in four quadrants of the galaxy. The Architect oversees all phases of this grand assemblage, but is most cognizant and in control of the Warforce’s substantial Time Travel Division. Using sophisticated temporal technology, our Architect is capable of pinpointing and eliminating any small ‘burp’ in time that may affect the wellbeing of our people. As our beloved Architect is fond of saying, ’The time is now. The past was then. And we are past that now, and always will be.

“And none of this could have been possible without the patriarch of the Architect’s family line: Captain David Conway of the legendary U.S.S. Aerostar. His exploits paved the way for the future. He was a true pioneer, ahead of his ti–”

“CUT CHANNEL!” Conway shouted, and pounded his fist into the arm of his command chair.

“Is something…not to your liking, Captain?”

Conway glared up at Larkin. “What the hell do you think?”

“I think we should locate this ‘Architect’ and speak with him. Find a way to reverse this.”

“You really think he’ll listen to us? Didn’t you just hear any of that awful narration? He’s making sure that any attempt to undo this little time traveler’s paradise would be shot down.”

Larkin and Conway exchanged a glance, and immediately both thought the same thing.

“Shot down,” Conway said slowly.

“Shields up!” Larkin ordered.

“Incoming!” Gellar shouted, even as the blasts rocked the Aerostar.

“We are still here, so I assume we got the shields up in time,” Larkin said, crossing over to the helm/ops pit. “Evasive maneuvers, mister Ford. Get us out of here, maximum warp.”

“Reverse view,” Conway said.

On the viewscreen, the familiar and predatory timeship Paradox bore down on the Aerostar, firing its considerable weapons at it.

“Suggestions?” Conway asked, grabbing his chair as the Aerostar shook with the Paradox’s heavy fire.

“Hide?” Ford asked.

“Brilliant,” Conway said. “Hide where?”

“It may be a moot point,” Larkin said. “If they mean to destroy us, we will be ashes before we can formulate a plan.”

“True,” Conway said, then snapped his fingers. “Wait a minute! They can’t kill us! We’re their descendants. Well, I’m Clive’s, anyway. If we die, the timeline is altered. Clive can’t get what he wants.”

“He most likely has accounted for that possibility,” Larkin said. “I would not assume you are safe just because Clive wants to protect the timeline. It stands to reason he has a backup plan.”

Conway shuddered. “We have to know what that backup plan is, and quick, and we have to sabotage it.”

“Return fire!” Larkin ordered, and Gellar’s hands danced over the tactical panel.

“Negligible damage to the timeship,” Gellar said. “We need something a little stronger.”

“Load up the tri-cobalts,” Conway said. “I don’t care how advanced their shielding is. Not even a fully shielded ship can withstand a couple of those.”

“Working,” Saral said, allocating the appropriate resources from her panel.

“Two tri-co’s locked and loaded,” Gellar said moments later, as the Aerostar danced in and out of the barrage of weapons fire from the Paradox.

“Hail them,” Conway said suddenly.

“You mean fire on them?” Larkin asked.

“No. I mean hail them.”

The android narrowed her eyes. “They are sending a fairly clear message now.”

“Channel!” Conway barked.

“Open,” Gellar said, between taking potshots at the Paradox.

“This is the Paradox, Arthur Stringer speaking,” the smooth voice of Stringer returned.

“What are you doing?” Conway said. “You trying to kill us?”

“Actually, yes.”

“How can you do that? You’ll screw up the timeline if you kill us.”

“No we won’t,” Stringer replied simply.

“How come?” Conway asked

“Because we won’t. The Architect has seen to every eventuality. Your attempt to rewrite time will not succeed.”

“It did once, and it can again,” Conway said. “That’s sort of how this time travel thing works, isn’t it?”

“Not when you control the apex of all time travel,” Stringer said. “But, alas, I’ve said too much. I really do have to kill you now.”

“I have a counterproposal,” Conway said, gripping his hands into fist. “Fire tri-cobalts!”

The two blue twinkling orbs shot out of the Aerostar’s aft torpedo launchers, creating huge explosions right in front of the Paradox’s huge prow.

When the explosion wave evaporated, Conway squinted to see the untouched Paradox still remaining on the screen, looking mean as ever, firing constantly at Aerostar.

“Minor damage to shields. Some hull damage on one deck,” Gellar said. “Too bad we don’t have oh, I’d say a thousand of those things…”

“All we did was piss them off!” Ford whimpered.

“The ship is advanced beyond anything we have ever seen,” Larkin said. “We cannot defeat it.”

“Unless…” Conway said.

“There is no unless. We simply cannot defeat it. Surrender is our only option at this point.”

Conway rolled his eyes. “Oh…fine!”

“Unless…” Larkin said.

“Thank God.”

Her mind worked fast, at millions of processes per second, Conway estimated. He often wondered what it was like to be Larkin, to be able to think, test theories, ponder, question, ruminate, all in the time it took him to scratch his itchy nose.

“We must change the constant of the universe.”

“Well why didn’t I think of that,” Conway said.

“The answer is right in front of us,” Larkin said. “I do not know why I did not see it seconds earlier. We have time travel capability. That means we can alter the time-space constant. That means we can alter the universe. That means we emit a temporal wake approximately fourteen kilometers in diameter in a roughly spherical area surrounding the ship. If we are able to extend the reach of that temporal wake, and we are able to ‘trap’ the Paradox in that wake…Captain, I believe I have a plan.”

“Well shut up and start putting it in motion then,” Conway said. “I don’t know what the hell you said, but I trust you. Do it!”

Larkin nodded, turned to Saral. “Lieutenant, reconfigure Warpin’ Millenium Edition to take us one trillion years into the future.”

“The computer will not like that,” Saral said, as she input the coordinates.

“That is the idea,” Larkin said. “With any luck, it will throw off a temporal wake large and powerful enough to envelop the Paradox.”

“Or it will blow us up, right?” Conway said.

“Excellent deduction, sir.”

“I saw it coming a mile away.”

“Calculations complete,” Saral said, looking up from her panel. “For better or worse.”

“Put the Paradox on screen,” Conway said, and Gellar did it. There it was, winging toward them. “Ford, head back toward the sun.”

“We’re going to die…a lot,” Ford moaned, swinging the Aerostar around toward the Risa system’s sun.

“Here they come!” Gellar said, as the Paradox flew back into weapons range, firing a full spread on the Aerostar.

“Now!” Conway said, clenching his fist.

“Warning,” the computer announced. “Warpin’ Millennium Edition has performed an illegal operation and will shut down. Please disengage all vital ship’s functions before logging out. Thank you for….BEYOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOO!”

Conway covered his ears as a screeching whine filled the bridge. “What the hell is that?” he shouted.

“The sound of the computer having a nervous breakdown!” Larkin offered, as the Aerostar shot toward the Vaxhaul sun at high warp.

“We’re at Warp Nine point Nine Nine Nine Nine!” Ford shouted. “Mommy!”

Waves of dizzyness fell over Conway, sending him reeling to the deck in a heap as the bridge of the Aerostar spun out from under him.

He could barely make out the roller-coaster of light whizzing by on the viewscreen as the Aerostar engaged in its futile time jump attempt.

And Conway passed out.



“They are attempting a time jump,” Lieutenant Commandant Raines reported, glancing at a panel. “An escape attempt?”

“More than likely,” Stringer said, watching the Aerostar on its path toward the Risa sun, as it got larger on the viewscreen, as Paradox bore down. “Destroy them before they have a chance. The last thing we need to do is spend the afternoon chasing a temporal—”

Stringer was interrupted when a massive wall of energy wrapped around the Aerostar, and shot off in all directions.

The Aerostar spun haphazardly out of its oblong path around the sun, careening off into black space, as ribbons of rainbow energy shot off in all direction from its blistering hot hull.

“Helm, evasive–!” Stringer tried to shout, but it was too late.

The temporal runoff slammed into the Paradox, engulfed it, and disassembled it molecule by molecule.

The last living thought Arthur Stringer had was that maybe humankind shouldn’t be screwing with time travel after all.



Meanwhile, back in the twenty-fourth century, about a second after the Aerostar disappeared behind the Vaxhaul Sun and set off on its course for the future, the Starship Enterprise sailed into the system, its weapons hot.

“Sensors, Daniels?” Captain Picard asked, seated primly in the command chair, legs crossed.

“Detecting chroniton energy emanating from behind the Vaxhaul sun, sir,” Daniels said, tapping his hands across the tactical console. “Possible temporal disturbance.”

“Any ships detected?”

“None sir,” Daniels said, then looked again at his panel, correcting himself. “Wait. One ship.”

“Is it friend or foe? Quickly, Daniels.”

“It’s Starfleet sir. U.S.S. Aerostar.”

Picard sighed. “Conway.”

On the viewscreen, the U.S.S. Aerostar swung out from behind the planet, approaching the Enterprise.

“Well. Hail them.”

“We’re getting a response, sir.”

“Put it on screen.”

On the viewscreen, Captain David Conway sat in his command chair, Larkin beside him.

“Captain Picard,” Conway said. “You’re a little late to the party.”

“We diverted course as soon as we heard the news. What is this? An invasion from the future?”

Conway shook his head. “Nothing so dramatic. Just a couple sightseers from the future who needed to be chased back to their own time. We were able to put down the incursion. They returned to their time.”

“That would explain the chroniton energy,” Picard mused.

“Yes,” Conway said flatly. “It would.” He looked at Larkin. “Well, then. We have missions to get to.”

“Care to enlighten me?”

“Nothing that would interest you, Captain,” Conway said. “Starfleet life isn’t all glamor.”

“Quite right,” Picard said. “At any rate, I wish you and your ship…” He struggled to get the words out. “Fair travels.”

“I’m confident we’ll be fine,” Conway said, and reached to close the channel.

“Captain,” Picard said, freezing Conway in place momentarily, his hand hovering above the com switch on his chair arm.

“Yes?”

“There’s something different about you.”

“People can change,” Conway said, with a slight smile. “Sometimes, whole crews can change. But I assure you, Captain, it’s a change for the better.”

“I’m sure it is,” Picard said with a tight grin. “Best to you and your crew. Enterprise out.”

As Conway disappeared from the screen, Picard neatly filed away the encounter as another bizarre run-in with David Conway.

Still, for some strange reason, Picard had the distinct impression that his problems with the U.S.S. Aerostar were all in the past now.





CHAPTER EIGHT



“What the hell hit us?” Captain Conway asked, blinking in the smoky air that filled his bridge as Larkin effortlessly lifted him to his feet.

“An aborted time jump,” Larkin said. “The damage we incurred was severe; however, we did eliminate the timeship Paradox.”

“Eliminate?” Conway asked.

Alexa Lanham pushed loose strands of hair behind her ears as she worked behind the science console. “The temporal wake thrown off by our attempted jump caused inter-atomic reverberation that broke the Paradox apart molecule by molecule.”

Conway surveyed the bridge. “Cool. What’s our damage?”

“Lieutenant Kamtezen is pursuing that question as we speak,” Larkin said.

“Bridge, Kamtezen,” came the call over the comm. “Not good news, Commander.”

“Elaborate,” Larkin said.

“That jump blew out relays throughout the matter-antimatter conversion system. Without major repairs, I can only get you Warp Five or Six. And I’m not even sure how long that will hold out.”

“Five or Six?” Conway asked. “If we can’t make Warp Nine, doesn’t that mean…”

“We cannot return to the past,” Larkin said. “Which would seem to pose a significant problem.”

Gellar looked up from tactical. “We could always hijack somebody’s timeship.”

“Considering that we were nearly destroyed in combat with the last timeship, that is a confrontation I do not relish,” Larkin said. “However, at the moment, that seems our most attractive opt–” Her face went blank.

Conway stared at her. “Larkin?” He put his hands on her shoulders. “Larkin! Don’t fall apart on me now.” Her face was unblinking. “C”mon, Larkin. We need you!”

Larkin shoved Conway’s hands off her, and suddenly turned, and in jerky movements, walked over to the helm console.

Ford fell over himself backing out of his seat, nearly tripping over Lt. Saral. “My bones just healed, Larkin! Don’t throw me around again!”

Larkin leaned over the helm and began typing in coordinates.

“What the hell is she doing?” Conway asked of nobody in particular.

Lanham looked at her panel. “She’s diverting our course. Looks like she’s making course to a planet near the galactic rim. LX-990.”

“Well can we find out why?” Conway asked.

Larkin punched a control, and the Aerostar shot forward into warp.

“Bridge, this is Kamtezen again. I didn’t say it was okay to go back into warp yet! We’re still making repairs!”

Larkin blinked, and her eyes once again refocused. “You will have to make those repairs en route, Lieutenant. We have an urgent matter to attend to.”

“Could you fill us in?” Conway asked, hands on hips, as Larkin turned back to face him.



Conway stepped into his readyroom, and whirled to face Larkin, as she walked in and allowed the doors to close behind her. “What the hell’s this all about, Larkin? I know you were plotting mutiny before, but unless I’m mistaken, I’m still in command here.”

“We must go to LX-990,” Larkin said simply.

“Granted. But why?”

“I received a message.”

Conway leaned back against his desk and folded his arms. “What do you mean ‘message.’ From where? From who?”

Larkin’s eyes took on a distant look again. Conway almost thought she’d gone into another trance. But this look was different. “As illogical as it may seem, it was a message from myself.”

“Your future self?” Conway asked, scratching his head. “Wouldn’t you be like, five hundred years old?”

“Four hundred eighty-one,” Larkin corrected. “My first body was constructed twelve years earlier than that; however, in this time period, it has been four hundred eighty-one years since my new body was constructed.”

Conway sighed and rubbed his eyes. Larkin was talking about the mess three years earlier when she’d given her life on the distant, penguin-populated, planet Crysta to stop the maniacal Romulan Ardek from sending that planet to the Delta Quadrant, and possibly destroying its population. Thanks to the subspace transmitter embedded in her brain, she’d been able to transmit her entire consciousness and all her memories aboard the U.S.S. Escort. Richards was able to late install that consciousness into an identical new body. What nobody had known at the time, though, was that the original body survived, and, somewhat worse for wear in the personality department, that body, known now as Kitty, would come back to visit them several annoying times.

“Could this be Kitty?” Conway asked. “Lord knows she could have been behind this. What’s more, it could be Clive tricking us.”

“I do not believe either to be the case. This is me, Captain. I am certain of it.”

“You have any proof?”

“Nothing but my instincts.”

“You’re an android. You don’t have instincts.”

“I do in this case, sir. We must go to LX-990. There lies perhaps our only chance of stopping Clive. I know that as much as I know anything. I am sure of it beyond a shadow of a doubt.”

“That’s what’s bugging me,” Conway said, and narrowed his eyes at Larkin. “You’re sure?”

“That is what I have been trying to tell you.”

“Fine.” Conway took a deep breath. “We’ll go to LX-990. But at the first sign of trouble…”

“At the first sign of trouble, we will likely be destroyed, so I hardly see the point in mentioning it.”

“Good point,” Conway said, patting Larkin on the back and ushering her out of his office.



Conway sat on his couch, Bucky in his lap, licking his hands, a cold-pack pressed against his forehead as the soothing tunes of Aerosmith’s ‘Dream On’ played on throughout his quarters.

“David.”

He could have sworn he heard a voice.

“DA-VID.”

He blinked, looked up. Alexa was framed in the doorway of his cabin. He leaned up. “Alexa. How’d you…?”

“I still have access to your quarters. Our quarters.” She walked in. “What’s wrong with your head?”

“I think I bumped it when I collapsed during the aborted time jump. I have one gigantic sized headache.”

“Did you go down to Benzra and get a hypo?”

“Nah. A little cold-pack and some soothing Aerosmith will sooth what ails me.”

Lanham folded her arms. “You sure do seem mellow for someone who’s got the fate of the universe in his hands.”

“I didn’t think about it like that,” Conway said, and suddenly his brow furrowed. “But I’m thinking about it like that now. Damn, my headache just got a lot worse.”

Lanham strolled over to the couch and sat down beside Conway. “I think we need to talk.”

“I know, we’re broken up,” Conway said, shifting a bit away from Lanham. “And it’s my stupid fault. Larkin already dressed me down. I realize the gravity of what I’ve done. I’m not stupid.”

“That’s an argument for another day,” Lanham said with a small smile as she turned toward Conway. “But I’m not here to dress you down. And I’m not here to break up with you. I want to make our relationship work as badly as you do. But you’ve made it awfully hard to do that.”

“We still have a relationship?”

Lanham nodded silently.

“I…I guess I just figured we were through. That this timeline stuff was the final straw.”

“I wish it were that simple.” Lanham looked at the floor. “But it doesn’t help that I love you.”

“I don’t see how it can hurt,” Conway said. “So…” He wrapped an arm around Lanham. “Now that’s out of the way, you wanna get something to eat?”

Lanham twisted away from him. “It’s not that simple, David, and you know it.”

Conway’s face was blank. “Why not?”

“Because we’ve both…said and done things that aren’t easy to take back. We’re at a turning point.”

“We’re in the twenty-ninth century.”

“The time period doesn’t have a whole hell of a lot to do with it. Our relationship is what it is in any time period.”

“And that is…what?”

Lanham took a big breath. “I…don’t know. This isn’t all your fault. I said some things… that I shouldn’t have.”

“No kidding.”

“I wasn’t thinking about your feelings. I guess you seem so comfortable with your lot in life that I’d never imagine you’d have it any other way, or want to change it.”

“You think I like being a laughingstock?”

“I thought your ego was always big enough to overlook it.”

“Wish it was,” Conway said. “But sometimes even I need some encouragement. If not from my crew, then at least from the person I love.”

“I could have been more sensitive. I could have been there when you needed me. Granted. But instead of talking it out with me, you run off and do Clive’s bidding, possibly wrecking the universe in the process.”

“But I’m going to find a way to undo that, Alexa. We’re already as good as there.”

“That remains to be seen.”

Conway nodded. “So where does that leave us?”

“At LX-990.”

“There’s a fancy metaphor.”

“No,” Lanham said, pointing at the viewport over Conway’s shoulder, through which a rather large, mauve-colored planet hovered. “We’re at LX-990.”

“Oh,” Conway said sheepishly. “Let’s go.”



“Scan the planet,” Larkin said, as Conway and Lanham stepped out of the aft turbolift. Lanham relieved Dawson at sciences and immediately surveyed the sensor readings on LX-990.

“Barren planet, L-Class. No life-signs. Some energy readings. Mostly ice and rock.”

“L-Class,” Larkin said.

“Better pack our parkas,” Conway said, pointing at Larkin. “You’re with me. Gellar, Alexa, you two. Come on now, time’s wasting.”

Gellar rolled his eyes as he stood up from tactical. “Why do I get the idea that’s not the last pun we’ll hear on this mission.”

“Because it’s probably not,” Conway snapped, as the group filed into the lift. “Mister Ford, you have the bridge.”

Ford rubbed his hands together, walking back to the command chair as Garrity stepped in at helm. “Yippee. I have the bridge. If experience is any guide, I’d say that means we’re about to get our asses kicked.”

“Here’s hoping!” Conway said wryly. “Transporter room,” he added, and the lift doors shut.



Dressed thickly in Starfleet-issue gortex parkas, yellow goggles, and mouth-masks (except for Larkin, who, as an android, needed no such protection from the elements, the away team materialized on LX-990, phaser rifles in hand.

Wind and snow, mixed with tiny, piercing ice flecks, whipped at Conway’s face as he surveyed the landscape. Wide and open, flat and white, with a horizon littered with craggy mountains.

“Cozy,” Gellar muttered as he flipped his rifle down and checked its power settings.

Lanham slung her rifle behind her back and pulled out her tricorder. She studied the readings. “We’d better not stay down here too long. More than an hour or two and serious frostbite will set in.” She glanced at Larkin. “With some exceptions.

Larkin didn’t seem to be paying Alexa any attention. “This way,” she called out, and plodded toward the nearest range of mountains.

“You heard her,” Conway said. “Who are we not to trust android intuition.”

“You really asking that question?” Gellar asked, as he brought up the rear, swinging his rifle around behind him and then looking forward as Alexa took readings and Conway looked around.

“No,” Conway snapped.

“Those power readings I mentioned are somewhere within that mountain ahead,” Lanham said, checking her tricorder.

“Anything else?” Conway asked, leaning in close. Damn she smelled good. What was that? Pear smell? Even in these 20-klick winds she smelled great.

“Yeah,” Lanham said. “I’m picking up more than one positronic signature.”

“Of course you are,” Larkin said. “You are picking up two positronic signatures. Mine, and…mine.”

“No,” Lanham said. “Try more like two thousand.”

“WHAT?” Larkin yanked Lanham’s tricorder out of her hand without even turning around and read the readout. “Two thousand? What am I up to?”

“Shouldn’t you know that?” Conway asked, already uncomfortable with this new turn of events.

“Ideally, but this has been anything but an ideal mission.”

“You can say that again.”

More than an hour later, after Conway had exhausted about his entire allotment of walking for the day, not to mention losing most feeling in his hands and feet, the group arrived at a steep cliff.

“We must climb,” Larkin announced.

“I was afraid of that,” Conway said, as Gellar reached back in his pack for fusion pitons and carabiners.

“Do we really have to do this?” Lanham said, looking up the steep cliff.

“If we want an answer as to how to defeat Clive, then yes,” Larkin said, and without ceremony began scaling the cliff, digging her fingers into the rock-face and moving up the side of rock with little trouble.

“Damn,” Conway said. “Look at her go. She’s like a koala bear.”

“And the longer we wait, the more chance we have of losing her,” Gellar said, firing the first piton into the rock-face just below the first ledge. “Doctor. Ladies first.”

“Thanks,” Lanham muttered, and holstered her tricorder.

Once all three cables had been secured in the rock-face, Gellar, Lanham, and Conway began scaling the steep incline, digging their spiked boots into the slippery, icy surface of the mountain.

“Have I told anyone how much I really hate this?” Conway asked over the raging winds.

“Maybe you should have thought about that before making your deal with that guy from the future,” Gellar said.

“How do you know about that?” Conway snapped, nearly losing his footing on the cliff. He glared at Lanham.

“I had to tell someone. I was pissed at you!”

“Who else knows?” Conway growled.

“Well, I told Ford,” Gellar murmured.

“Great, so the whole ship knows!”

“Probably!”

“Stop overreacting,” Lanham said. “Gellar has a valid point. You should have thought about the consequences of your actions.”

“I should have thought about scaling a rock cliff on an icy planet in the twenty-ninth century, following my android first officer, who is trying to find her future self, before entering into my agreement with Clive? Should I have really seen this coming?”

“Well, when you put it that way…” Gellar muttered.

“Let’s not talk the rest of this climb,” Conway said.



Once Conway breathlessly dragged himself over the edge of the cliff, third after Lanham and Gellar, he looked up to see a flat expanse of slippery rock leading toward a dark cave entrance.

“A hollow mountain, I take it?” he asked, looking from Gellar to Lanham.

Lanham looked at her tricorder, still catching her breath. “Looks like it to me. I’m having difficulty getting specific readings any more than a few meters in the mountain.”

“That would probably be the boramite in these rocks,” Gellar said.

“Yes, I know that,” Lanham snapped.

“Hey, don’t ride my ass just because you don’t know your way around a Starfleet tricorder.”

“You two, shut up!” Conway railed, and trudged off toward the cave entrance. He yanked a palm beacon out of the side pocket of his jacket and flipped it on. “There’s only one place Larkin could have gone, and I’ll place bets that her future self is in there as well. Who’s with me?”

“Well, you are the captain,” Gellar said. “I guess we have to follow you.”

“You got that right,” Lanham said, giving Conway a small grin as he marched toward the cave entrance.

Well, alrighty. Someone was on his side after all.



Lt. Commander Ford yawned as he sat reclined in the command chair on the Aerostar’s bridge.

“Anything from the away team yet, Saral?”

The Vulcan at ops shook her head. “No contact with the away team since they beamed down.”

“Well. That’s boring.” He turned toward tactical. “How about you, Puckett? Zeroing in on any big, nasty timeships?”

“Nothing at the moment,” Puckett said. “And I wish you’d quit asking. You’re getting me nervous.”

“I just want to know if we’re about to get our asses kicked. Is it that much to ask?”

“Trust me. You’ll be the first to know if you’re going to get your ass kicked. Want me to guarantee it for you?” She pushed up her shirtsleeves. “There are ways of doing that.”

Ford quickly shook his head. “No. No thanks.”

“That’s what I thought.”

“Jeeze,” Ford muttered. “I get no respect around here.”



After about an hour of slip-sliding through the icy caves that wound deep into LX-990, Conway had almost given up hope of finding Larkin. Lanham detected positronic signatures ahead, but just when he thought he’d be right on top of the signatures, Lanham would report they were still a “good bit” away from them. Damn boromite interference, whatever that was.

“Ah hah!” Lanham suddenly exalted, looking up from her readings, as the group rounded a corner in the winding cave tunnel, coming toward gleaming sunlight that prompted Conway to shut off his palm beacon and pocket it.

“Ah hah meaning what?” Conway said, as the group approached the mouth of the tunnel.

“Ah hah meaning I think we found the sources of those signatures,” Lanham said, gripping the side of the cave wall for support as she hurried toward the cave exit. “And….oh, damn…”

“Damn what?” Conway asked, nearly sliding into Lanham as he trotted up behind her. He looked over her shoulder and immediately realized why she’d said that.

“Fuck,” he said.

“Well put, Captain,” Gellar said, standing beside them both. “Either of you ever go sledding before?”

They looked out on an open valley, a perfect “bowl” in the midst of the mountain ranges. The steep incline lead down into a foggy valley. Conway could hear murmuring below, but he couldn’t make out any words. He wondered if Larkin was down there. She’d have to be.

“Slide?” Lanham suggested.

“It would seem the only way,” Gellar said, pulling out a fusion piton and stabbing it in the ground, then slinging his climbing cable around it. “Last one down kisses Captain Conway.”

Lanham gave Conway a small, awkward smile as she followed Gellar down the long length of cable.

“So what? I get to kiss myself?” Conway asked as he stepped down, grabbing the cable. “That sounds real fair. Why is it I always get the short end of the” Just then, his foot slipped, tumbling out from under him, sending him on his backside, shaking loose his grip on the cable.

And Conway plummeted down, butt first, toward the foggy unknown at the foot of the steep incline.

“David!” Lanham called after him, but was too late to grab him as he whizzed by.

Conway, for his part, grabbed at the rock surface to no avail. Too slippery. Try as he might, all he succeeded in doing was reversing himself so that now he lie on his back, facing the murky fog-ridden valley at the base of the incline.

And, as he descended into the thick fog, he wondered whether or not this whole expedition was such a good idea.

Moreover, why couldn’t they have just transported to this exact location? Stupid boromite.

These thoughts were interrupted as Conway slid crotch-first into a rather tall stalagmite that grew up from the valley floor.

His next dazed thought was that he was not alone. And that is was not murmuring he heard, but bird-like warbling.

Bird-like.

Warbling.

“Oh God,” Conway said, as the birds, less than a meter tall, waddled up around him, urping and arping away at him, needle-nosing in at him with inquisitive yellow-black eyes. “Penguins.”

“Indeed,” Larkin said, standing over Conway. She reached down and hoisted him up with ease. “More than two thousand of them.”

“I should have known penguins would have something to do with this. They nearly always do,” Conway said. “What…why are they here?”

“They are not penguins in the truest sense of the word,” Larkin said, glancing down with intense curiosity at the surrounding birds as they squawked and flapped their stubby wings. “They are, much like me, androids.”

“Androids?”

“Built by a powerful creator. A consciousness that supersedes being and controls creation.”

“A god?” Conway asked. “An android god?”

“If that is how you wish to refer to me,” a familiar voice boomed in Conway’s ears, reverberating off the surrounding valley walls. “But I hardly think that appellation is deserved.”

“Larkin…” Conway trailed off. “That android god…”

Larkin nodded. “Is me.”



Ford had almost fallen asleep in the command chair when the Red Alert klaxon sounded.

He sat bolt upright. “Wha-what? I’m awake, I’m awake.”

“And not a moment too soon,” Puckett quipped. “Heavy contacts coming in, bearing oh-four-five mark one-one-two, weapons hot.”

“Raise shields and arm all weapons,” Ford said. “Try to punch a signal through to the away team.”

Saral shook her head. “Wherever they are, they are beyond the reach of our signals.”

“We’ll need to send someone down to collect them, then get the hell out of here,” Ford said. “I’m not going to just leave them down there.”

“You may have no other choice,” Puckett said. “Do I need to remind you that you have a whole ship and crew to worry about here?”

“Do I need to remind you we have crew down there that I’m not about to abandon?”

Puckett glanced again at her panel. “Update. The contacts will enter this star system in forty-five seconds.”

“Damn,” Ford said. “They’re coming in fast.” He leaned forward. “Garrity: Break orbit. Prepare for evasive maneuvers.”

“So you are leaving them?” Saral asked tonelessly.

“I am assessing the threat. The Captain and the others are safe for now.”

“Contacts entering the system,” Puckett said.

“On-screen.”

Ford watched as the viewscreen lit up with dozens of small ships of varying shapes and sizes dropping out of warp. “Damn…what are they? They don’t look like timeships.”

In truth, the vessels looked like a little bit of everything. Some were cube-shaped, other angular, others round, others long and pointy. Some looked vicious and bristled with weapons, others looked like mere cargo frigates.

“I am registering ships from at least seven known species, and another half dozen I cannot even identify,” Saral said.

“Hail them,” Ford said.

“They are already hailing us,” Puckett said. “The lead ship. Looks Andorian.”

“That’s comforting,” Ford said. “I think.”

A blue face appeared on the viewscreen. It was the face of an older Andorian male, slightly wrinkled, white hair thinning, antennae drooping. He wore a smooth gold tunic that featured a number of weapons clinging to it, and his eyes narrowed almost to slits as he looked at Ford.

“You are Ford of Aerostar,” the Andorian said slowly.

“Yeah,” Ford said. “And who are you?”

“I am Zhin. Leader of the Confederacy of Conway.”

“Confederacy of WHAT?”

“We understand your true line of time is about to be wiped out. We understand the Architect wants to destroy the One True Conway. We know that must not happen. That, above all else, the One True Conway must prevail, must survive.”

A smile spread slowly across Ford’s face. “Let me get this straight. You’re here to…help us?”

“We number in the thousands, Ford. We are here to save the Aerostar and the One True Conway. To this great cause we will all give our lives.”

Ford collapsed back against the command chair and let out a long breath. “Whew! Why didn’t you just say so? What a relief!”



The Architect sat, fingers steepled, as he watched the future unfold. All was going according to plan. True, he’d had to make some adjustments to protect his place in the space-time continuum, but they were minor.

He had to rebuild the Aerostar from scratch, and crew it with clones that were programmed to act in the exact way the Aerostar crew was supposed to act in their time period, so that they would trigger the exact right chain of events to allow Clive Conway to become the sacrosanct leader of the Alpha (and most of Beta) Quadrant.

It would have been so much easier if Conway had just gone along with his plan. If he hadn’t questioned his deeds, hadn’t gone to the future to meddle in Clive’s affairs. Perhaps, then, this whole contingency plan would not have to be launched. Perhaps, then, the crew of the Aerostar-A would be allowed to live.

But such, Clive thought, as the Imperial Arch-Warship Retroactive sailed through space toward LX-990, was not to be the case.





CHAPTER NINE



“We have much to discuss with my future counterpart,” Larkin said, as Conway walked just behind her, struggling to keep up, while Gellar and Lanham, fresh off their controlled skid down the cliff, pulled up the rear. Where they were heading through the foggy ice-and-rock plain, was anyone’s guess, and Larkin wasn’t being too forthcoming about that.

“Like why she decided to build a penguin planet?” Conway suggested.

“That would seem to be apparent,” Larkin said. “I have long maintained that penguins are as close to perfection as anything found in the known universe. It would make sense that, if I have chosen to build a society on this far-flung world, that I would begin there.”

“It would only make sense to you,” Lanham said out of the side of her mouth.

“My hearing is infallible,” Larkin said matter-of-factly.

“Speaking of future counterparts,” Conway said, “What do you think Clive is doing?”

“He is on his way to kill you,” Larkin, but not the present Larkin, that damned disembodied voice, said. “To kill all of us.”

“Cheery thought,” Gellar said. “Any way we can stop that?”

“That is precisely what I am attempting,” Future Larkin said. “Luckily, I have had much… time to prepare for this eventuality.”

“How so?” Larkin asked.

“All will be explained,” the voice of Future Larkin replied as the group approached what appeared to be a rock-face.

The walls suddenly fizzled away to reveal a long, metallic hallway.

“My inner sanctum,” Future Larkin said. “Proceed inside.”

“This is actually kind of exciting,” Gellar said.

“I’m glad you think so,” Lanham said.

“No, I mean it. We’ll get to see what Larkin looks like when she’s hundreds of years older.”

“I expect I look the exact same,” Larkin said, as she lead the group through a heavy door that slid open as she approached. “Exactly the…” Her eyes went wide.

Conway’s did too.

They faced a huge wall of lights, blinking and beeping, beeping and blinking, coruscating with color and electronic activity. In any era, they were facing a giant supercomputer.

“Not exactly the same,” the voice boomed, now louder than ever. “I rid myself of my humanoid trappings over two centuries ago.”

“Rid yourself?” Larkin asked, her lip trembling. “What do you mean?”

“Atomized it, actually. Quite a tidy process,” the voice rambled on. “Why am I telling you? You’ll see for yourself, eventually. And trust me, you won’t miss a thing.”

“I see you finally nailed contractions,” Conway said. “Good job.”

“Yes,” the supercomputer said, in a somewhat ironic voice. “Thank you for being so observant.”

Conway put his hands on his hips. “Now then. What’s this about Clive?”

“He is coming for you,” the computer said, its lights twinkling with ever word. “He needn’t bring a fleet, either. His one ship is more than adequate to destroy you, to obliterate this world.”

“And you’re okay with that?” Gellar asked, facing the massive wall of lights.

“On the contrary,” Larkin’s voice said. “I have developed a contingency plan. I have had more then enough time to do so, as I have known for some time that this event would one day come.”

“How did you know?” Larkin asked.

“Because I was with Captain Conway all those years, in the original timeline, as it was meant to be, at least meant by Clive Conway to be. I learned in time of Captain Conway’s ‘deal’ with Clive. I also divined that the time had long since passed to do anything about it. That instead of trying to go forward in time and correct those mistakes, and thus risk being destroyed by Clive, as may happen this day, that I would be more helpful if I gathered resources in preparation for the day that you all would travel here seeking help, searching for a way to defeat Clive.”

Conway rubbed his eyes. “Let me get this straight. At some point in OUR future, you…” And he turned toward Larkin. “Meaning you.” He took a deep breath. “You figure out how I was able to make the Aerostar so successful. You discovered how I was skyrocketed into galactic acclaim…”

“I think you’re overstating the matter, but essentially that is correct.”

“And you just decided to sit back and wait, hoping that, in some stray timeline, me and my crew would come to this time and try to stop Clive.”

“It was a mathematical certainty,” Future Larkin said. “Time unfolds in any number of ways, prompted by decisions, mistakes, or simple twists of fate. It was inevitable that, in some universe, in some time period, you and your crew would decide to come here to try to stop Clive’s plan. Why here? Why no other place? Because this is the source of Clive’s power, of his decision to change time. And if you changed any moment prior to this one, Clive would always exist to go back and undo your change. You have to, in essence, nip this problem in the proverbial bud.”

“I have the biggest headache,” Conway said.

“I also had a certain amount of faith in you,” the computer said. “I knew that, somewhere, somehow, you would decide to do the right thing. I didn’t have anywhere near the same level of trust for your less-than-noteworthy…but highly powerful…descendants.”

“So you just bided your time,” Alexa Lanham said. “For HUNDREDS of years.”

“I fail to see why you have such difficulty understanding that.”

“Time is a difficult concept for human beings to understand,” present-day Larkin said. “You will have to forgive them.”

“You’ll learn to let go of such a steadfast affection for the human race.”

“Pardon me?” Larkin asked. “I would hardly call it affection. Understanding, certainly. Camaraderie…perhaps.”

“No offense, but I rid myself of the need for humanity long ago. I find penguinity a much more satisfying pursuit.”

“So why are you helping us?” Conway demanded, walking up to the huge computer. “Why not just let time carry on as it was intended?”

“Because I have a need for order. And a need to do what is right. Same as you, Captain.”

“And how exactly is it we’re all in danger, anyway?” Conway asked, pacing back and forth in front of Larkin’s future incarnation. “I mean, if Clive kills us, he ceases to exist, right?”

“He has contingencies for that,” the computer said. “To say more than that at this juncture would be counterproductive.”

“You spoke of a plan,” Larkin said.

“Please tell me she spoke of a plan,” Gellar mumbled.

“Indeed,” Future Larkin said. “As a matter of fact, my recruits are surrounding this planet as you speak. At your leisure, they will begin alterations to your vessel. Your new armaments, in combination with the fleet of loyalists I have assembled, will give you a fighting chance to stop Clive. That is all I can promise. You and your crew must do the rest.”

“Loyalists?” Conway asked.

“Purists,” the computer amended. “Intensely devoted followers of your career, and your original work. I have informed them of what Clive has done, and they have dedicated themselves to putting a stop to it. They adore you, Captain, and right or wrong, they believe your future must unfold as it was intended, not as Clive would wish.”

“Fans?” Conway asked, grinning. “Fans of me.”

“Get over it,” Lanham said, slapping Conway on the back of his head. “We have work to do.”

“Work indeed,” Larkin said slowly, approaching the computer and grazing her fingers on its surface.

“You should all return to your ship. All but Larkin. She and I still have issues to discuss.”

“I don’t know if that is such a good…” Conway began.

“Go,” Larkin said. “I will be fine.”

“I assure you, I mean no harm,” the computer voice said.

“I’ll hold you to that,” Conway said, and looked at Gellar and Lanham. “Well, you heard the woman…er…computer. Let’s get moving. We have a timeline to save.”



Captain’s Log,

Supplemental. I have to hand it to the future Larkin. She knows how to pull together a fleet of loyalists. Fans of me. Can you believe it? At any rate, they’ve been working overtime to equip the Aerostar with twenty-ninth century shield generators, something called pharons, and plenty of “graviton torpedoes.” I find it somehow comforting that science always finds new adjectives to put in front of “torpedoes.” Makes a guy on a twenty-fourth century ship feel very safe.



“How am I doing?” Lt. Kamtezen asked, fists clenched at her sides as Conway stood by her in Main Engineering. “I’d do a lot better if our power converters didn’t short out every time we try to fire ‘pharons.’ And don’t even get me started on the computer language used by the new computerized targeting system. Nanotronic is apparently all the rave in the twenty-ninth century, but I can’t make heads or tails of it.”

“Sounds like you have things well in hand, Mister, er, Miss…” Conway motioned as if to pat Kamtezen on the back, then thought better of it. “Kamtezen.”

She looked over her shoulder at Conway. “So, I hear we wouldn’t be in this mess if it weren’t for you.”

Wow. Awkward.

Conway put his hands on his hips. “Now that’s just not necessarily…all true.”

“Hey, I’m not your judge, jury, or executioner. I’m just your Chief Engineer.”

“And a damn fine one at that!” Conway said. “As a matter of fact, I’ve been meaning to tell you that. It’s just well…it’s been busy. You know, the time travel and all.”

Kamtezen nodded. “Let’s keep this a professional relationship, Captain.” She walked up to the warp core and checked some power flow readings. Then she looked over her shoulder again. “And stop looking at my ass, sir. I was a man just a few days ago. And I will be again by the end of the month.”

“Yes. As you were.” That statement took on new meaning when it was used on Kamtezen. Conway just shook his head wearily and walked out of engineering. And as he walked down the corridor, he felt a pair of eyes on him. He turned around. “Kamtezen, I understand that turnabout is fair play, but…”

“Honored Conway.” Zhin, the Andorian leader of the Confederacy of Conway, knelt prostrate in the corridor in front of Conway, robes pooled about him. He looked up, his eyes wide in supplication. “You do me great honor by your presence.”

“Sh**.”

“May I stand?”

“Please do,” Conway sighed.

“Thank you, sir,” Zhin said. “I want you to know….how deeply this opportunity to sacrifice my life has pleased me and my family mates.”

“You don’t have to sacrifice your life. Really.”

Zhin looked thoughtful, his antennae wriggling. “I really think it would be best if I did.”

Conway held up his hands. “Really. Not necessary.”

“You do intend to destroy Clive? To stop his wicked plans?”

“Yeah. Sure.”

“Well, in that case, we will all need to sacrifice ourselves.” Zhin stepped closer to Conway. “A magnificent battle is coming, Captain. Clive is powerful. He controls the known territory. Little in this universe takes place without his explicit approval. Time is his playground. Space is his luxury apartment. Nothing is outside of his reach.”

“Nothing,” Conway said firmly. “Except me.”

“That is yet to be determined,” Zhin said, bowing. “But, if anyone can soundly defeat Clive, then it is the Honored Conway.”

“You do understand how this story goes, don’t you?” Conway whispered. “We wouldn’t be having to fight Clive if I hadn’t taken his offer. His information and tips are what made me a successful Starfleet Officer. You have him to thank for that. And you have me to thank for all the insanity that has come about because of it. This is all my fault.”

“You would have been successful anyway. Our entire system of beliefs is based upon that principle, Honored Conway. You would have been great without Clive. You will be even greater if you defeat him. Go forward and fight, Conway. We will all die beside you.”

“You’re not related to any Andorians I know, are you?” Conway asked.

“J’hana’s distant relative is my third-cousin’s neighbor’s roommate,” Zhin said with a grin. “And of that, I am inordinately proud.”

And Zhin backed away, turned around, and walked off the other way down the corridor.

“Who the hell let him on the ship anyway?” Conway asked, shaking his head. He turned back and headed to the turbolift. Sacrifice indeed. He was a zealot, what did he know?



“Nice cave,” Larkin said as she paced back and forth in front of the computer panel in the chilly cave down on LX-990. A bevy of penguins had tottered in after Conway and the others left. They surrounded Larkin, clicking their beaks and honking quietly. Apparently, each penguin was an extension of the future Larkin’s mind. Alive and separate, yet whole and of the same consciousness. Intelligent, sentient, aware, but thoroughly penguinoid in nature. Larkin would have built the same kind of world, had she been in the same position. Of course, one would argue, she would be, eventually.

“Thank you.”

“There are many things I would like to discuss with you.”

“If only we had the time to discuss them all,” the computer responded atonally.

“Indeed.” Larkin clasped her hands behind her back. “Time would seem to be the pertinent issue.” She raised an eyebrow. “If I accessed your systems directly. A neural transfer. I assume your systems are capable of that?”

“More than capable,” the computer replied. “But out of the question.”

“Why?”

“Because I know things that you cannot know until the time is right.”

“The Temporal Prime Directive. Of course.” Larkin nodded. “I understand. I would not ask you to break that law.”

“That’s a relief.”

“However…”

“However, you want to know that Commander Richards is safe.”

Larkin’s lip tremble program sprang to life, and she had to resist the urge to grab her lower lip to stop it from trembling. She’d have to make adjustments to her emotion program when she got back to the ship. “I want to know that Commander Richards is alive, yes.”

“Because you cannot go forward with this mission until that’s settled. Am I right?”

“I cannot devote one hundred percent of my resources to victory if I am concerned with my father’s well-being. I have been…distracted…of late.”

“I cannot tell you everything. But I can tell you that Christopher Richards exists, somewhere in time.”

“In time?” Larkin asked, stepping closer to the huge computer. “He is lost in time? What period? Where? Is he here? IS HE HERE?”

“Calm down,” the computer said flatly. “I can tell you no more.”

Larkin pounded her fist into the computer’s glossy surface, shattering a panel and sending sparks flying. “You will tell me everything you know!

“Now then, Kristen, let’s not resort to violence,” the computer said, as with a light hum the computer panel melted back together, showing no sign of having ever been shattered.

Larkin sunk to her knees. “I must know. He is my father. I must know. Please…”

“Is it not enough to know that he is safe? That he is out of danger…for now?”

“Do we find him?” Larkin looked up at the computer panel, yellow tears streaming down her eyes. “Do we survive this encounter to find Commander Richards and the others?”

There was a long pause. A human being would have sighed during this period, but the computer simply waited. Where was its emotion program? “I have already said too much.”

“I understand.” Larkin stood, straightened her uniform, and rubbed the synthetic tears from her eyes. Cursed tear generator. Damn her for installing that thing in a moment of weakness. She looked around the cavern. “And what about you? Is there anything I can tell you?”

“I know all,” the computer said simply. And it was then that Larkin decided it was time to leave.



“Status?” Captain Conway asked as he stepped onto the bridge of the Aerostar.

Lt. Saral plucked away at the Ops panel. “Modifications are eighty-nine percent complete.”

“That’s quick,” Conway said, watching on the viewscreen as a few of the smaller ships of the Conway Confederacy…or whatever it was…buzzed around his ship. Aerostar Engineers and recruits from the erstwhile fleet worked in spacesuits to install new exterior components– emitters and generators–while others within the ship worked double-time to bring the internal components up to specs.

“Your followers have a singular mission in mind, Captain,” Saral said, raising an eyebrow. “Faith in a cause is a worthy incentive.”

“I guess,” Conway said, sitting down in the command chair. “Any sign of Clive?”

Gellar turned in his seat at tactical. “Nothing on sensors. This system, like every other one we’ve been to in this time period, is vacant.”

“We are far away from the core of the Federated Warforce,” Commander Larkin said, stepping out of the aft turbolift. “Even at Warp 19, it would take Clive half a day to reach us from the capital star system of Augustine.”

Conway rubbed his chin. “Augustine was my Great Grandfather’s name. You’ve got to give it to the guy, he sure respects the family tree.” He looked at Larkin as she approached the command chairs and sat down. “Good to have you back, by the way.”

“I have concluded my discussions with my future self.”

“Learn anything useful?”

Larkin shifted in her seat. “Only time will tell.”

“Indeed.” Conway glanced down at the chronometer on his chair arm. “Well, since the battle to the death isn’t scheduled to start for a while, anybody want to grab some lunch? No takers? Okay, then. See you guys in a bit. Smoke ’em if you’ve got ’em.” Conway stood up just as a blast rocked the Aerostar, sending him flailing back into his seat.

“God damn! What the hell was that?” But he knew exactly what it was. Clive was early.





CHAPTER TEN



“The guy has a terrible sense of timing!” Lt. Commander Ford called out as he wrestled with the helm controls and the Aerostar pitched awkwardly, yawing to the left as the Timeship Retroactive loomed huge on the viewscreen.

The ship was colossal. Easily ten times the size of the Aerostar. It was triangular, with rounded points, gunmetal blue, and bristling with gun turrets. Green orbs glowed on the vessel’s underbelly. Conway didn’t want to know what those did, but they didn’t look friendly.

“Confirmed. Federated Warforce Timeship Retroactive,” Gellar said. “Captained by a…let me see if I’ve got the pronunciation right. Yes.” He glared at the captain. “Conway.”

“Evasive!” Conway shouted, ignoring Gellar’s comment.

“It’s freaking huge,” Ford muttered as he punched the Aerostar into full impulse and began evasive maneuvers.

“Anything on hailing frequencies?” Conway asked, gripping the arms of his chair.

Gellar shook his head. “Guess there will be no fancy verbal sparring this time around.”

Doctor Lanham stumbled out of the aft turbolift and grappled her way behind her station as the Aerostar rocked. “Somebody start the battle early and not invite me?”

“Clive is quite wily,” Larkin said from beside Conway, as damage reports came flooding in directly to her brain through her neural relay. She cocked her head. “Damage to decks nine and eleven. Infini-spectral shields up. Sheath rotation at maximum. Pharons and graviton torpedoes on-line.”

Conway cracked his knuckles. “Saral, instruct the fleet to engage the enemy. Fire all weapons, maximum yield and spread.” He turned back toward Gellar. “Mister Gellar, give them everything you’ve got.”

Gellar shrugged. “Well there’s no time like the present.”

Everyone glared at him.

“Okay, that’s the last time joke,” Conway muttered as everyone went about their jobs.



“Multiple contacts, multiple bearings, all firing on us,” Darshan, the Retroactive’s weapons officer, a compactly built, four-armed Therrian, said with a snort.

Clive sat in his seat, steepling his gloved fingers. “Well. What a shock. The Aerostar has called together a resistance.”

Darshan looked up from his panel. “According to the callsigns of those ships out there, they’re with the Confederation of Conway.”

“Stupid radicals,” Clive muttered, leaning back in his seat. “Leave it to them to ruin my good time. Destroy them.”

“Turrets moving into position. Aft engines ahead one quarter. All weapons reading nominal.”

“Fire,” Clive said, beaming. “Keep firing. I want to be home in time for dinner.” He chuckled. “I almost wish Westinghouse could be here to see this.”

“Sir?” Darshan asked.

“Oh. Nobody.” Clive laughed. In this time period, after the changes to the timline that Clive had enacted, his former assistant now installed food processing converters on a planetoid in the Zimbat system. Clive had thought about calling him, from time to time, but didn’t really see the point.



Conway gripped the command chair as the lights on the bridge again dimmed. “Tell me we’re inflicting SOME damage on the damn thing!”

“If you want me to lie, David, just tell me so,” Lanham said. “We’re not making a dent.”

“Well find something else to throw at him!” Conway said. “We can’t just sit here and let him pound us to bits!”

“We could retreat!” Ford suggested.

“And go where, spanky,” Gellar said as his hands danced over the tactical panel, firing the Aerostar’s new weapons at the Retroactive. “He can fly twice as fast as we can.”

To punctuate that statement, the Aerostar shook with another explosion of weapons fire from the Retroactive.

“Port ventral warp nacelle is damaged. Repair crews responding,” Larkin said. “We must come up with a new plan.”

“Already done.”

Larkin turned around. “Who said that?”

“Who said what?” Conway asked, fixing a confused gaze at Larkin as panels exploded all over the Aerostar bridge, as she took more punishment from the Retroactive.

“Me,” Larkin’s own voice said in her mind. “They can’t hear you. Just listen…”

“Disregard my previous statement,” Larkin said politely to Conway, and turned away from him.

“You will head toward my planet. Lure the Retroactive within orbital distance.”

“And why would that be?”

Conway looked at Larkin again. “Larkin? Are you talking to yourself? And by yourself, I mean your future self?”

Larkin put a hand up in Conway’s face. “Silence. Tell me the rest of your plan.”

“You don’t need to know the rest of it. Just know that all is as it should be.”

“That is not good enough.”

“It will have to be. If you do not obey my instructions, you and your crew will be destroyed in less then ten minutes. You should decide now.”

Larkin narrowed her eyes. At the moment, he future self was right. There weren’t many alternatives available. “Helm! Set a course toward LX-990. Full impulse.’

“Mind letting me in on this?” Conway asked.

“Please be quiet,” Larkin said, standing. She stepped toward the forward stations. “Take us into orbit of LX-990, Mister Ford.”

“Not to be a spoil sport, Commander, but don’t we usually like to BREAK orbit when we’re being blasted apart by a superior vessel?”

Larkin squeezed Ford’s shoulder, an unpleasant reminder of the whipping she’d given him earlier. Ford laid in the course and engaged.

“Larkin!” Conway snapped. “What’s going on?”

“My future self has added many new subroutines to her program. But she appears to have kept some as well.”

“What are you talking about?”

“Patience, sir.”



“The Confederacy of Conway has taken massive losses, sir,” Darshan said, looking up from his panel, his compound eyes twinkling. “Forty of the ninety vessels have been badly damaged or destroyed. The ones that are left are maneuvering awkwardly, confused, without direction.”

“Good, good,” Conway said, leaning forward. “What of the Aerostar?”

“She’s headed for the planet. Trying to lure us away from the fleet?”

“How noble,” Clive seethed. “I do come from decent stock, don’t I?”

“If you say so, sir.”

“Follow them. Destroy them. Then bring us about and finish off that fleet. I don’t want anybody left in this galaxy who gives a damn about David Conway.”



Alexa Lanham looked up from her readouts. “Massive power buildup in the planet, sir.”

“Build up from what?” Conway asked, and immediately stood up.

“I don’t know.” Lanham’s hands scrambled over her console. “The planet has a magnesium core, and she’s operating some kind of high- powered kinetic chroniton wave so…oh my god…”

Conway rubbed his forehead. “I don’t know what any of that means, but I have a damn good idea what the result will be.”

“Break orbit,” the voice in Larkin’s head said. “Now!”

“Break orbit!” Larkin ordered, and this time she didn’t have to do anything to encourage Ford.

The Aerostar shot out of orbit just as the Retroactive bore down.

“All is as it should be,” the voice in Larkin’s head said. “You would have done the same in my place. You have before, and soon again, you will. Goodbye, Larkin…”

White electricity crackled all over LX-990, and the Retroactive, for her part, seemed to know something was wrong. It pitched to starboard, changing course, but it was a second too late.

The viewscreen went bright white, bathing the bridge in neon light as LX-990 exploded, sending off one massive shock wave after another, casting off a seemingly endless amount of pent up energy, along with scads of rock and debris.

The Aerostar pitched; the deck flew out from under Conway’s feet, but Larkin grabbed his arm to steady him.

Conway grabbed Larkin’s shoulder. “What the hell just happened?”

“I think we have just been saved, sir,” Larkin said. “Far be it from me to speak too soon, but I think my counterpart’s sacrifice has lead to…”

Everyone (except Larkin) blinked as the light from the blast died down, and the debris cleared, and the Aerostar came out of her tailspin.

“Forward view,” Ford mumbled, pulling himself back up into his seat.

Conway stepped forward, his jaw dropping as he saw the Retroactive still hovering there, still and alone now against the blanket of stars, in the space where LX-990 had once been.

“Damage?” Conway asked quietly.

“Minor shield damage,” Lanham said. “Some hull fractures. The blast did shake them up, sir.”

“Some consolation!” Conway cried, throwing up his hands. “We’re dead! That’s it!”

“Their engines are also down,” Lanham said. “And stop being so melodramatic.”

“So they can’t chase us,” Conway said. He ran toward the helm. “Ford, get us the hell out of here!”

Ford fumbled with his fingers as he looked up at Conway. “Um…love to, sir. But our port ventral nacelle was damaged. Warp engines are off-line at least for a few hours.”

Conway took a deep breath. “Well. Anybody else got any bright ideas?”



“Damages!” Clive shouted as he stalked down to the front of the command chair of his bridge, as his crew moved from station to station, assessing the damage, studying the tactical situation, and preparing their reports.

Darshan looked up from his podium, where he had brought up a detailed schematic of the Retroactive and her engine and weapons status.

“Engines off-line. Massive ionic flux. The magnesium-chroniton inversion that caused the planet’s explosion was more than sufficient to damage our shields and disrupt engines. Forward pharons only operating at forty-percent.”

“Larkin,” Clive growled. “This was all her fault. I should have destroyed her planet when I had the chance. I should have realized she’d be the one factor that may have disrupted my plans. Damn it! Why didn’t I see this sooner?”

“None of us are perfect, sir,” Darshan said quietly. “Well…except for you, sir.”

“Get our weapons up to maximum again,” Clive ordered, pacing back to his chair, whipping his long, black jacket around behind him. “And arm all graviton torpedoes. It’s time to end this. Target the Aerostar with all weapons and blow her out of the f***ing stars.” He thought about that a moment.

“Nothing would please me more, Architect,” Darshan said. “But at the moment, the Aerostar is moving out of weapons range. As is the rest of the fleet. They are moving out to the periphery of the LX system.”

“Then get our engines back on-line so we can finish this!”

“Engineering is working as fast as they can. It’s chaos down there, sir.”

Clive stepped down from his chair, gripped Darshon by the shoulders, and shoved him against the port bulkhead. “I don’t want excuses! I want the Aerostar destroyed!”

Darshan smiled weakly, his four arms flailing. “Perhaps sir would like to use this extra time to gloat about his impending victory?”

“To gloat. Of course.” Clive rubbed his chin. “Excellent idea.”



“How bad is it?” Captain Conway asked, leaning over the engineering station as Doctor Lanham and Ensign Garrity tried to get the Aerostar’s engines back up and running.

“Bad,” Lanham said, surveying the screen and taking in damage reports from several decks. “We can’t even get through to engineering right now. Probably ionic interference from the damaged flux capacitors. They hit us pretty hard.”

Conway glanced back over his shoulder, at the gigantic Retroactive, which hung in space, still for the moment. “And now they’re just sitting there.”

“She may not be able to finish destroying us yet,” Larkin said, standing behind Conway, hands draped behind her back. “We inflicted our share of damage as well. Or, rather, my counterpart did.”

“I’ll say she did,” Conway said. “And blew out half our port sensor relays in the process.”

“A small price to pay,” Larkin said quietly.

“We still need a way out of this,” Conway said, looking at Lanham. “Quickly.”

“There’s major damage to that ventral nacelle, David,” Lanham said. “We’re not going to be able to go to warp without putting in at dry-dock.”

Conway smiled weakly. “Guess there’s no chance of finding one of those anywhere nearby, is there?”

Lanham shook her head, gave Conway a small smile back. “Actually, no.”

“Garrity, see if you can’t get those other subsystems back. When the Retroactive gets back up and running, I want as many options as I can get.” Conway put an arm around Lanham and led her back toward the science console. “The rest of you, stations. Now.”

“What is it, David?” Lanham asked as she and Conway walked back to sciences.

“I…” Conway pushed Lanham into an unoccupied corner at the back of the bridge. “I just want you to know, however this turns out…”

“Don’t give me any last minute proclamations of your love for me. This is neither the time nor the place.”

“This IS the time and the place, Alexa.” Conway smiled. “And, besides, I wasn’t going to say that. I just wanted you to know I still think I’m right.”

“About what?”

“About everything.”

“Kiss me, you idiot,” Lanham said, and pulled Conway’s face toward her, pressing her lips to his in a long kiss.

Larkin, standing at the center of the bridge, watched with barely restrained contempt. She activated her throat-clearing protocol. “Ahem.”

“Glad we all have our priorities in order,” Ford muttered.

Larkin squared her shoulders, staring at Conway. “Sir, if you cannot find a more productive way to contribute to this mission, might I suggest you leave the bridge…”

Just then, a green glow enveloped Conway and Lanham, and in an immediate swirl they disappeared from the bridge.

“You’ve got to give it to him,” Ford said, eyes wide, looking at Larkin. “He took your suggestion.”



“Oh, would you look at that,” Clive said, leaping from his command chair as Conway and Lanham’s transporter beam resolved in the middle of his command center. “Two for one!”

“This isn’t my bridge,” Conway said, looking around, momentarily dazed. He glanced up at the dais on which the command chair sat and glared at Clive. “Oh, forgive me. It must be a family reunion! And I forgot to bring the potato salad!”

Clive marched down from his command chair, his black jacket swirling as he stood in front of Conway. “This is not a family reunion. This is a family feud. Put simply, for the great and storied Conway line to continue, you must die.”

“Wouldn’t that sort of cut that Conway line off somewhat abruptly?” Lanham asked, unwrapping her arm from Conway and stepping toward Clive. It was somewhat shocking to see the man, to see his stoutness, the beadiness in his eyes…the resemblance to Conway was striking.

“Oh, and you must be Alexa Lanham. If you weren’t going to die, I would be reticent to tell you this. But since you’re both dead people, the temporal prime directive doesn’t really matter. Not that I couldn’t revoke it whenever I wish…”

Conway gritted his teeth. “You getting to a point here somewhere?”

“Oh, I was just going to tell Alexa not to waste her time on you.” He grinned at her, taking her hand and kissing it. She whipped it away and he smirked in response. “It’ll never work out between you.”

“Maybe that’s my choice,” Lanham said.

“It really isn’t.” Clive turned to Conway. “Just look at him. He’s a loser. That he’s had any success at all in his overlong career is due to my interference. If I’d let him alone, do you know what he’d be? Do you know what I’d be?”

“Irrelevant?” Lanham asked with raised eyebrow.

Conway turned toward Lanham, mouth hanging open. “Ouch, Alexa!”

“I was trying to insult him, stupid!”

“Yes, exactly. Irrelevant!” Clive said, tossing his hands in the air. “And we simply can’t have that, you see!”

“I want out of our deal, Clive,” Conway said. “I want you to put everything back the way it was.”

“Bit late for that, isn’t it?” Clive asked, circling Conway like a predator. “You don’t really think I’d give all this up?” He gestured expansively. “All this is mine because of our ‘deal.’ I never said it was a fair deal. But it is done. As are the two of you. As is your ship.”

“Tell me something, then,” Conway said. “Answer Alexa’s question. How is it that we can die and you’ll still live?”

“Clones,” Clive said simply. “Ancient technology. They were doing it in the twentieth century, for Shnarax sake. It was a small matter to replicate you and your crew based on archived Starfleet DNA files.”

“So our duplicates are going to go back to the precise point in time we left and live out our lives,” Lanham said quietly, as she put the pieces together. “Yes, that pretty much makes us expendable.”

“You see my point,” Clive said.

“But how do you know…how do you know they’ll make all the same choices we ma–”

“Same brain engrams.”

“But the DNA will not be the exact same,” Lanham said. “Even if those clones are identical in every way, it doesn’t assure–”

“I’m afraid it does,” Clive said. “I can understand your uncertainty. But what you don’t have is the validation of time scans. Temporal proof that the timeline will unfold like I want it to. You see, that past you came from has already become my present. Your clones have done their…that is, your…work.” He looked around. “And as you can see, everything turned out just fine.”

“Except for one little nagging thing,” Conway said.

“Yes,” Clive said as he smiled. “You.”



“What are they waiting for?” Ford asked, leaning back in his chair as he watched the viewscreen. “Why don’t they just finish us?”

“I believe we already established that they are making repairs,” Larkin said from the command chair. “I fail to see why they would be in much of a hurry.”

“If I were them, I’d want this whole thing over with as soon as possible,” Gellar said. He looked around the bridge. “So they could, you know, go on to the next thing. Whatever that is.”

“Please stop talking,” Larkin said. “Saral, please tell me the status of the fleet.”

“It is not much of a fleet anymore, Commander,” Saral said, looking up from her console. “Only fifteen operational ships left.”

“Enough to at least make a stand with,” Ford said. “Maybe if we all rushed them?’

“And pressed random buttons on our control panels?” Larkin asked archly.

“Jeeze! Will anyone ever get over the whole ‘Ford Maneuver’ thing?”

“Indeed,” Larkin said. “I expect we will get over it when we are all destroyed.”

“I hope you’re joking,” Ford mumbled.

Larkin stared at the Retroactive as it loomed still and silent on the viewscreen. She considered what her future counterpart had said to her. “I do not believe I am.” She turned to Gellar. “Lieutenant, contact those ships. Tell them we require passage for approximately five hundred persons. We are evacuating the Aerostar. Sound the alarms.”



“Why doesn’t he just get it over with?” Conway whispered to Lanham as the pair stood at the back of the Retroactive’s command center, flanked by two rather bulky guards with large phaser rifles. Or were they pharon rifles? Whatever they are, they looked unpleasantly destructive.

“I have a feeling he’s drawing this out as much as possible. Probably to get the most possible joy out of it. Kind of like you drinking a cup of coffee.”

“Now is not the time to draw unflattering comparisons!” Conway said. “The time is…” He lowered his voice. “It’s time for an escape plan.”

Lanham sighed. “David. We’re four hundred years in the future, we’re facing an immensely more powerful vessel, and we don’t even have the ability to escape at warp. And WE are on the bridge of that more powerful vessel. I think there has never been an end as dead as this one.”

“Maybe you’re right,” Conway said, watching the viewscreen. Was it his imagination, or were those little ships out there moving?

“Sir!” Darshan said, looking up from his panel. “Movement from the fleet. They are approaching the Aerostar.”

“An evacuation?” Clive mused, rocking back and forth in his chair. “Why should I not be surprised.” He turned toward Conway and smiled. “Guess your friends are leaving you to your fate. Sort of fitting, isn’t it?”

“I hope they do escape,” Conway said uneasily, glancing at Lanham. “It’s exactly what I’d order them to do.”

“Shame of it all is that you actually have a half decent crew,” Clive continued. “Maybe if they respected you a little more you’d have been able to get more out of them. They’re not inherently incompetent people. They’ve just…gone astray.” He clapped his hands on his thighs and stood. “Oh well. Time to eliminate them!”

“Sir, our engines still aren’t up,” Darshan said. “Still thirty minutes from getting even maneuvering thrusters.”

Clive pounded his chair. “Damn it all!”

“Want me to get out and push?” Conway asked.

“New readings,” Darshan said. “Architect, it appears the smaller vessels are leaving the system. They’ve just gone into warp!”

Conway let out a sigh of relief. “Good job, Larkin. You got our people out of here.”

“I’ll get them later,” Clive said, grinning toothily at Conway. “No biggie, as you’d say in your time.”

“We don’t say that in our time,” Conway said, looking at Lanham. “Do we say ‘no biggie’?”

“I’ve said it once or twice. I don’t know it’s that popular a saying.”

“Whatever!” Clive barked. “The point is, we have more important issues at hand.”

“The Aerostar is coming toward us,” Darshan said.

“WHAT?” Clive and Conway both said.

They all watched on the viewscreen as the Aerostar approached on the viewscreen, darting forward under full impulse power.

“Damn it, Larkin, you idiot, don’t do what I think you’re going to do!” Conway said, covering his face.

“Evasive!” Clive shouted as the Aerostar grew larger on the viewscreen.

“We have no engines!” Darshan replied.

“Weapons! Destroy it!”

“Some of the turrets are still off-line. Readying graviton torpedoes now…”

Conway and Lanham stared, transfixed at the viewscreen as the Aerostar plowed toward them. Conway licked his lips. What the hell was Larkin thinking?

“Weapons up! Firing now!” Darshan suddenly said, and Conway covered his face. He didn’t want to watch.

Screw that. He looked between his fingers.

Graviton torpedoes ripped into the Aerostar, blowing up the front of its saucer section, and a piece of the stardrive hull. Another torpedo exploded the starboard dorsal nacelle, and another blasted off the side of the saucer.

But the Aerostar still approached.

“She should be ashes!” Clive shouted.

“She has new shields. They protected some portions of the hull!” Darshan replied.

And the Aerostar still approached.

“Brace yourselves!” Clive shouted.

Conway grabbed onto Lanham, and they dropped to the floor.

The Aerostar, what was left of her, slammed amidships of the Retroactive, rending her hull open like a knife, splitting her open like fresh fish, and in doing so, crumpling like a tin can, even as systems all over the Retroactive bridge overloaded and exploded.

“Damage control! Now!” Clive cried out as sparks rained down on him from panels above.

“My ship!” Conway gasped. “My God, my ship!”

“Priorities, David!” Lanham shot back, as a beam came crashing down from the ceiling to smash into one of the guards who’d been watching them. She grabbed the man’s fallen weapon and hoisted it. “Sure hope I know how to work this thing.” She turned toward the other guard and, taking him unawares, fired. He immediately vaporized. His weapon, though, hit the ground.

“You might want to turn it down a little,” Conway muttered, grabbing the vaporized guard’s weapon. He searched it for control settings….found what he thought was the intensity indicator, and turned it down.

Clive whirled in his seat as he watched Conway pick off one after another of his bridge crew with precision blasts from the weapon.

“Say hello to my little friend, you bastards!” Conway cried out, as Clive scrambled for cover.

“No you don’t,” Lanham called out, pivoting toward him and blasting.

“NEVERRRRRRRRRRRrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrr!” the four-armed Darshan cried out, leaping in front of Clive, taking the blast right in the chest.

“Damn you, you fool!” Clive muttered, kicking the unconscious Therrian. “Now who’s going to be my human shield?” Just then, the command center’s aft doors opened and several repair crew stepped in, surveying the damaged bridge. “Ask, and you shall receive!” he laughed, and darted toward the exit.

Lanham fired at the repair crew haphazardly as she ran toward the exit, followed by Conway, who got off several parting shots with his weapon.

“We’re just trying to fix things, for Conway’s sake!” one of the men shouted.

“Please tell me he didn’t say what I think he said,” Lanham said as she and Conway ran full speed down the Retroactive’s dark corridor.

“I believe he did, by Conway.”

“Get me out of here!” Lanham groaned.



Aboard the Andorian Transport Ship ‘David’s Pride’, Larkin stood on the bridge with Zhin, leader of the Confederacy of Conway, and watched the viewscreen. The Aerostar smashed into the side of the Retroactive, buckling it in, crushing the mighty Federation Starship in the process.

“What have I done?” she asked numbly.

Lt. Commander Ford patted her on the back. “What you had to do. You turned on the autopilot, jumped in an escape pod, and blew up a perfectly good starship.”

“Do not talk to me for the remainder of this mission,” Larkin muttered.

“Power readings on the Retroactive are fluctuating,” Zhin said, looking to Larkin. “Should we move in?”

“No,” Larkin said. “They still have weapons and could prove more than a match for us if they get maneuvering thrusters back on-line. We need to keep our distance for now. Perhaps Captain Conway will take the chance we provided him to press his advantage and eliminate Clive.”

“You are putting a lot of faith in your captain,” Zhin said.

Larkin looked at the Andorian. “You believe David Conway is the most divine human being ever born.”

“Yes. But still…”



“Where the hell did he go?” Lanham said, collapsing breathless against a bulkhead after trying yet another locked door. This corridor seemed to stretch the length of the massive ship. The only way they had any idea where they were on the ship is that they’d passed a viewport several meters back, and seen one of the Aerostar’s nacelle’s jutting out of the side of the ship, just a few decks below.

“Well, it would certainly help if we had some kind of schematics,” Conway said, dropping his rifle and resting his hands on his knees.

“Or if I had my tricorder,” Lanham said wistfully.

“But we have neither.”

“So we have a huge problem.”

“That’s an understatement.”

“You have no idea…”

Conway looked up and groaned as he saw Clive emerge from one of the doors down the hall, holding what looked like a hand-held pharon. “Step into my parlor, if you will…”

“Do we have to?” Lanham asked, her rifle aimed squarely at Clive.

“Oh, I assure you, I’m in no danger,” Clive said.

“And why is that?” Lanham asked.

“Put it down, Alexa,” Conway said quietly.

“This is why!” Clive shouted, and shot. Alexa shot too, but her shot sailed wide right.

“Nice aim, Lor–” Conway began, and turned to find Alexa slumped against the bulkhead, eyes dazed, a large scorch-mark just below her shoulder. “Alexa!”

She slid down to the floor, her feet skittering. She blinked. “He shot me.”

“Yeah,” Conway said, squeezing her other shoulder. He glanced back. Clive was gone, withdrawn into whatever room that was, laughing all the way.

“Don’t guess you know the way to sickbay?” Lanham asked with a small giggle.

“I don’t,” Conway said.

“Seems like you…know what you need to do, David.” Lanham winced. “Then again, I think you always did.”

Conway picked up his rifle. “Yeah. I guess I did.”

“Well…go.” She looked up at him. “Don’t worry about me.”

“I’m not going yet,” Conway said, kneeling by Lanham. “I need you to tell me how to do something first…”



“We’ve got to go back,” Gellar said, standing next to Larkin on the bridge of the David’s Pride as it and the other ships maintained a holding pattern two systems away.

“I do not believe Captain Conway would want us to,” Larkin said. “At this juncture, we may be better off leaving here and making a place for ourselves in the future. If he cannot defeat Clive within that ship, then there is little chance we stand of doing so without.”

“So you’re just giving up?”

“I see no other alternative,” Larkin said. She looked at Zhin. “Instruct your helmsman, and the other ships. We’re leaving. Head toward the nearest populated colonies.”

Zhin nodded gravely. “So…the Honored Conway…?”

“The Honored Conway has likely reached the end of the proverbial family line.”



Captain Conway ran down the hallway, into who knew what kind of room, as he watched lights come up blue and bright all around him. He knew, whatever the case, that he didn’t have much time.

As he entered the grand room at the end of the hallway, he realized immediately where he was.

Clive Conway stood on a platform at the center of the room, as panels blinked all around him, and blue lights rose up full underneath him.

“Just in time,” Clive said, spreading his arms wide as the machine hummed, building energy. “The power-up sequence is taking a little longer than expected, thanks to your ship stabbing me in the side!”

“Sorry about that!” Conway said, stepping toward Clive. “I feel awful about it, really.”

“Doesn’t really matter,” Clive said. “Doesn’t change anything.”

“And how do you figure?” Conway asked, cradling his rifle and pointing it at Clive.

“I’m about to jump back in time, just far enough to make sure I kill you before my Larkin blows up LX-990 and your Larkin gashes my ship.”

Conway harrumphed. “Why not go back even farther, and destroy us as soon as we reach this time period.”

“Not a bad idea. I’ll tell you what, I’ll go back and talk to my past counterpart and see what he thinks about it. He should have some insights.”

Conway nodded. “But, then again, I could just shoot you.”

“Ah yes, but that would be counterproductive,” Clive said. “For one, this platform is protected with an infini-phasic force-field.” He gestured at Conway’s rifle. “You can’t possibly harm me with that thing.”

Conway nodded. “That does seem to pose a problem. And normally, I’d agree with you.” He pulled the rifle back up against his chest, taking its sights off Clive. “But this isn’t a normal situation.”

“Oh no?”

“No. I admit, you came up with a pretty darned clever way to dispose of me. Using those clones to replace me when you realize your deal went south.”

“Thanks.”

Conway stepped closer to Clive. “You’re welcome. But you forget one important thing.”

“What’s that?”

“If I never bear children, and they never grow up to become my descendants, then you never get born, and you never make those clones, and none of this ever, ever happens.”

Clive scratched his head. “Interesting theory.”

“I’m willing to bet on that theory. Are you?”

“So you’re going to kill yourself.” Clive chuckled. “Fine. Do it. It’s what I was going to do anyway.”

A smile spread across Conway’s face as he turned the rifle’s business end toward his chest.

Clive watched intently as the thrumming of the platform grew to a fever pitch. His jump was about to happen. He sincerely hoped he saw the outcome of this before his jump.

“You’re really going to do it. You’re going to kill yourself!”

“Not quite,” Conway said, laughing, as he pointed the rifle down at his crotch. “I’m going to kill you.”

He fired.

“OWWWWWWWWWWW!” Conway screamed as the burning pain seared his testicles.

Clive looked around, momentarily feeling a bit uncertain. Where his readings incorrect? Would this timeline be rewritten, thus erasing him for existence? Did the tiniest error in judgment on his part ultimately doom him?

As Conway slumped to his knees, still squealing in pain, Clive realized he hadn’t been wrong. The timeline hadn’t changed. His empire was secure. And now, once he jumped back in time and finished off the Aerostar crew for good, his future was secure. All in all, a tidy little oper–

“Temporal incursion alert,” the computer said suddenly, its sensors rigged to pick up on timeline changes. “Time-space rewrite in five…four…three…two…”

Conway and Clived locked eyes.

“Oh, f*** you…” Clive groaned, as he realized he had approximately one second left to exist.

“You’re welcome,” Conway said with a twisted grin, as a wave of dizziness (and crotch pain) passed over him.





CHAPTER ELEVEN



Conway shot up from his couch, screaming.

“OH, MY GOD! MY FLAMING CROTCH!”

The burning was intense, searing. Fourteen hundred microjeweles of concentrated pharonic radiation, of a technology not yet even invented, fired directly at his tender scrotum.

He stumbled forward, fell to his knees. “Conway to Sickbay. Medical emergency! To my cabin! STAT!”

“Bridge to Conway,” came the voice of Larkin.

“Yes,” Conway gasped, breathless.

“Are you…are you all right?”

“Yes. Are you?”

“I am fine. Where are we?”

“Starbase Three Seven Five.”

Conway looked up at his chronometer. It was the exact time and place that Clive had visited him before.

“Do you know…do you know what happened?” Larkin asked over the comm.

“Do you?” Conway asked. Was he the only one who’d remembered this whole trip to the future? Or had the whole thing never happened? And if it hadn’t happened, then why the hell did his crotch hurt so damned bad?

“The last memory I register is holding position outside the LX system waiting for the results of your confrontation with Clive.”

“I think those results are in,” Conway gasped. “Clive doesn’t exist, and he never will. Now please, for the love of God, get me to Sickbay!”



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 56818.4. After intense radiation therapy on my…unmentionables, we have laid in a course for Earth, where we will debrief Starfleet on everything that’s taken place in the last… well, during the five seconds I was apparently napping.

I had wanted to just sort of brush everything under the rug, but Commander Larkin convinced me that Starfleet should know.

And since Starfleet’s going to be reviewing this log, among others, let me just add that I wholeheartedly agree that they should know.



Conway sat in his office, drinking coffee, looking at the reports from the various crew-members, on what they’d encountered in the future, in the timeline that now seemed nonexistent, at least to the rest of the universe. He wanted to make sure the stories jived. Part of him still wanted to think it was all just a dream. Well, nightmare.

BLEEEEEEP.

Conway looked up. “Come.”

Dr. Lanham walked in. “Captain.”

Conway folded his hands on top of his desk. “What can I do for you, Doctor?”

“Talk to me like a person, and not like my captain.”

“You started it,” Conway shot back.

“Well let’s finish it.” Lanham walked up to Conway’s desk and sat down. She took his hands. “I want to know what Benzra said.”

“She said what I thought she’d say. The whole reason we’re sitting here having this nice chat.” He stared down at his desk. “I’m never having children, Alexa.”

Lanham looked down too. “I guess it worked.”

“Yep.” He looked up, then smiled. “But that’s a good thing. Considering the alternative.”

“That we’d be dead, and the rest of the crew would be stuck in the future?”

“That you’d be dead,” Conway said.

Lanham sighed and leaned back in her chair. “Please don’t tell me you did it for me, David. Tell me you did it to prove you’re a good person. To restore everyone’s faith in you. Tell me you made this sacrifice so YOU could save face. Please.”

“I can tell you that, but it doesn’t make it so.” Conway grimaced. “Damn it, Alexa. I’m not a good person. Not in the…well, not in the traditional sense. I’m moody, I’m selfish, I’m arrogant. I want things done my way.”

Lanham felt the tears welling in her eyes. “And yet you sacrificed your whole future so I could live…”

“Not my whole future,” Conway said, and reached under his desk.

Lanham squeezed her eyes shut, bit her lip. When she finally opened her eyes, she saw what she’d feared she’d see, open on the desk, glimmering.

“We can always adopt…”

Lanham reached across the desk and grabbed Conway in a tight hug, upturning his coffee in the process. “Yes, I’ll marry you!”

“Glad you–” Conway said, and then the coffee drizzled down onto his lap. “OH GOD MY CROTCH! IT’S BURNING UP AGAIN! WHY?!”



Commander Larkin sat in her quarters, staring at her bookcase, with all manner of books well-meaning humans had given her, thinking she’d appreciate them. Among those robot and penguin books, and the occasional stuffed plush penguin doll, was a holo of she and Chris Richards, standing on the cliffs of Ragoon on Betazed.

“Father…” she said, reaching out and touching the photo.

What had her counterpart meant? That he was trapped somewhere in time. Was he safe? Was he lost? Did he have a way back?

She was forbidden to say anything of what she’d learned. And she’d made a promise… to herself. And really, if you couldn’t keep a promise to yourself, could you keep a promise to anyone?

Still, she wondered if she’d ever see her father again. And, for all the misadventures of the last month, the month that never happened, Larkin still wanted to know what the future held.





EPILOGUE





SIX WEEKS LATER



“Captain David Conway, do ya take this woman, Doctor Alexa Lanham, to be your lawfully wedded wife? To have and to hold, in sickness and in health, and…” Admiral Harlan Baxter sighed as he looked down at the padd. “And caffeinated or decaffeinated, as long as you both shall live?”

In full dress regalia, Conway stood on the altar, atop a beautiful, flat, orange-brown butte in Montana, as Commander Larkin stood by, hands clasped behind her back, a few steps below him, and the assembled throng of guests looked on.

Lanham stood opposite him, and wore a dress of glittering bronze, having been discouraged by several people from wearing white. Supposedly, it had more to do with the dustiness of Montana than with her. Then again, Conway’s dress uniform had white in it, and he seemed just fine with that.

“I do,” he said, taking Lanham’s hands and squeezing them.

“And you, Doctor Lanham, do you take this man, Captain David Conway, to be your lawfully wedded husband? To have and to hold, in sickness and in health, caffeinated or decaffeinated, as long as you both shall live?”

Lanham smiled, her lip quivering, tears already starting as she squeezed Conway’s hands back. “I certainly do, Admiral.”

“Well, damn it all, then,” Harlan exalted. “I now pronounce ya man and wife. Kiss the Captain, ma’am, so we can get this show over with.”

Lanham pulled Conway toward her and kissed him deeply, as the crowed clapped mildly. The clapping would have been more uproarious if there weren’t so many Explorer people there, and, in fact, Aerostar people, who didn’t quite care so much for Conway, but came more out of a sense of obligation than anything else.

Once they broke their kiss, Lanham and Conway stared long and hard at each other as Harlan ambled off the altar and sparked up a cigar.

“You ready?” he asked.

She shrugged. “Guess it’s fitting.”

“Damn right it is,” Conway said, and pulled Lanham down off the altar, toward the edge of the butte. “As our last marriage ends, so does our new one begin.”

“Do I have to?”

“Go.”

Lanham sighed, stared up at the sky, and moaned. “I love this man, God help me, I do.” She looked away, and shoved him.

And Conway’s arms spiraled, he slid backward, and skidded down the side of the butte, rolling awkwardly end over end toward the bottom.

Then, and only then, Lanham noticed, did the crowd erupt in applause.



“I could have sworn I heard you say you’d slide down with me,” Conway said, fast devouring the prime rib meal at the head table at his wedding reception, which was conveniently located at the base of the butte, just a hundred or so meters away from where he’d landed.

“I thought about it,” Alexa said. “But then I realized I like this dress so much…”

“It is a fine dress,” Larkin announced from the other side of Conway. “However, I doubt you will be needing another wedding dress, Doctor, unless you intend for this to be a brief marriage.”

Lanham grinned at Conway. “We’ll see.”

Larkin stared at her empty plate. “Indeed.”

“Sure I couldn’t interest you in anything?” Conway asked as he ate.

Larkin shook her head. “I do not eat.”

“Right,” Conway said, munching. “I keep forgetting.”

“Indeed.”

“Oh, and thanks again for being Best Android. You certainly did a great job.”

“I believe my Father would be proud.”

“Yes,” Conway said, wiping his mouth. “About that…”

Larkin raised an eyebrow and looked at Conway. “Yes?”

“I spoke with Admiral Baxter after the Explorer came in the other day. He said he’d reviewed the reports of Vansen and the others pretty thoroughly, and that their team would keep searching for answers, but that the situation looked kind of…well, kind of grim.”

“You mean they doubt they will ever find President Dillon, Captain Baxter, or any of the others again?”

Conway grinned at Larkin. “Not without help.”

“Perhaps I could be of some assistance to the investigation.”

“I don’t see why not.”

“If you insist, Captain, I will do my best to assist the team.”

“I have no doubt you will, Commander.”

“Captain,” a voice said behind Conley.

“Some more of these garlic mashed potatoes would be great, thanks, yeoman,” Conley said without glancing at the officer.

The officer harrumphed. “I’m Ensign Abello. I’m here to escort you to Australia. They are expecting you at the penal colony at fifteen hundred this afternoon.”

“Oh,” Conway said. “Right.” He pushed his plate back. “Well, we wouldn’t want to keep the penal colony waiting.”

“Speaking of penal,” Lanham said, looking up as Conway rose from his seat. “I’ll be by next week for our honeymoon-slash-conjugal visit.”

“Looking forward to it,” Conway grinned, and leaned over, kissing his bride hard and long on the mouth.

“This is highly…” Abello muttered, rolling his eyes.

“Let them finish, Ensign,” Larkin ordered.

Conway broke the kiss, straightened, and turned to face the Ensign. “Let’s go kid. My cushy apartment in a scenic outback getaway awaits.”

“You bet it does,” Abello said, gesturing for Conway to walk in front of him. “The shuttle’s this way.”

Conway patted Larkin on the back as he walked by. “Take good care of my ship, Commander. She’s all yours.”

“I will endeavor to carry out her mission, sir,” Larkin said. “We will mine those asteroids with great verve and alacrity.”

“There’s no such thing as a menial task in Starfleet, Commander,” Conway said with a wink.

“Enjoy your stay at the colony, sir.”

“I’ll catch up on some reading,” Conway said, and headed off with Ensign Abello, along the desert plain, toward the shuttle that idled some distance off, baking in the midday sun.

“The least they could have done was let us finish the reception,” Lanham mumbled. “But, considering David nearly destroyed the Federation, I guess he got off lightly.”

“Indeed,” Larkin said. “In thirty days, he will be out of the penal colony, and the two of you will be free to resume your marriage.”

Lanham nodded. “I guess we’re pretty lucky, all in all.”

“Yes,” Larkin said. “I believe it is safe to say that the future will be bright.”





THE END.
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